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edi tor’s note

Women’s Voices for Good

T

On the cover:
photo by

his issue of the journal begins with the address that Sister Jean B. Bingham
gave at the United Nations on the topic of the LDS Church’s interest
in worldwide humanitarian efforts. Her voice offers a valuable perspective
on the topic of the centrality of humanitarian work to LDS belief and practice, demonstrating how the Church remains committed to working across
denominational lines to offer relief. I think her encouragement to find a place
for refugees at a time when Syrian refugees were being covered in the news
was particularly powerful. Her presentation is short but insightful.
I found Jennifer Reeder’s encouragement to use LDS women’s voices in
teaching particularly compelling, especially in light of her recent publication
with Kate Holbrook of extracts from the Relief Society minute books. That
book, At the Pulpit: 185 Years of Discourses by Latter-day Saint Women, is
a treasure trove of resources for the LDS teacher who wants to include the
voices of female believers and leaders in the classroom.
This issue also brings together several diverse studies on the Book of
Mormon, including a study on its usage in twentieth-century LDS missions,
on asking questions while teaching the Book of Mormon, and a textual study
on Abish and her role in the Lamanite restoration. In particular, John Thomas
furthers the conversation about the centrality of the Book of Mormon, offering a nuanced response to the earlier work of Noel Reynolds in BYU Studies
38, no. 2 (1999). Holt Zaugg envisions the LDS classroom and the role that
questioning plays in how we both interpret and interact with the text. These
studies all circle around a central issue, namely the importance of the Book of
Mormon for LDS belief and practice.
Finally, I think many readers will be interested in the exploratory study
by Eric Rackley and John Hilton III on the topic of identifying what motivates LDS youth to read their scriptures. There are interesting story lines in
this article, and LDS educators will find valuable perspectives both for why
scriptural literacy is important and what methods encourage greater literacy.

Thomas A. Wayment
Editor in chief
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Focus on Faith
s i st e r je an b. bingham

Sister Jean B. Bingham is the Relief Society General President.

The following is the transcript of an address given at a faith-based panel
discussion at the United Nations on 13 April 2017.

A

ssembled dignitaries, honored guests, ladies and gentlemen:
I am honored to be here today to discuss the role of faith-based organizations in relieving suffering and building self-reliance among the peoples
of the world—particularly those who are most vulnerable. I am grateful to be
in the midst of so many friends who recognize the tremendous good that is
achieved when people of faith come together.

© Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

Relief Society

Jean B. Bingham, Relief Society General President.

I am here today in my role as the Relief Society General President for The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Since its origins 175 years ago,
the purpose of the Relief Society has been to minister to “the relief of the poor,
the destitute, the widow and the orphan, and . . . the exercise of all benevolent purposes.”1 Today, the Relief Society is the oldest and one of the largest
RE · VOL. 19 NO. 1 · 2018 · 1–7
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women’s organization in the world, with more than seven million members
across the globe. Its purposes, however, remain the same: to increase faith,
strengthen the family, and relieve suffering.
In the very first meeting of the Relief Society, Emma Smith, the first
Relief Society President, said, “We are going to do something extraordinary.”2
And indeed, when you can mobilize seven million women, each doing what
she can according to her own time and resources, there is no limit to what
they can achieve.
I believe that every faith-based organization echoes that same sentiment. We all desire to “accomplish something extraordinary”—and working
together, we will. But let’s not forget that large, extraordinary achievements
are generally made up of many small, seemingly insignificant contributions.
Indeed, a notable passage in the Book of Mormon states that it is “by small
and simple things are great things brought to pass.”3
Today I will look at how people of all faiths can unite together to relieve
suffering through small and simple means.
LDS Church History

Both doctrinally and historically, the plight of those in need is one that resonates with most communities of faith, including The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints. Those familiar with the Church today recognize the
state of Utah as its worldwide headquarters, but most do not realize that it
was not always so.
The Church was actually organized here, in the state of New York, but
severe religious persecution drove its early members from one location to
another. During one particularly harsh period, after Church members had
congregated in Missouri, the state’s governor issued an executive order indicating that they must be driven from the state. As frightened families fled
with what few possessions they could carry, they found refuge in neighboring Illinois, where kind strangers ministered to their needs, providing food,
clothing, and shelter.
But peace was only temporary, and continuing hostility eventually forced
the exodus of the Mormon pioneers—including every one of my greatgreat-grandparents—to the Salt Lake Valley. Is it any wonder, then, that our
community of faith feels so strongly about our responsibility to help those
who are outcast or otherwise in need?
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In 1842, following a period of intense persecution, Church founder
Joseph Smith made this remarkable declaration: “[A member of the Church]
is to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to provide for the widow, to dry up
the tear of the orphan, to comfort the afflicted, whether in this church, or in
any other, or in no church at all, wherever he finds them.”4 Can you imagine
the boldness of such a statement to a group of exiles who must have been
consumed with thoughts of how they would provide for themselves and their
children, and their leader asks them to assist those who may be in even greater
need? And yet this has always been our rallying call.
Beginnings of Church Humanitarian Efforts

The members of the Church have always been involved in humanitarian
work, such as assisting the needy in Europe after World War II or providing
relief to victims of natural disasters in many parts of the world. Those efforts
became more formalized in 1985 with the establishment of LDS Charities.
At that time, Church leaders became increasingly concerned with the news
of the prolonged and devastating famine in Eastern Africa. After deliberating
about how the Church could best help, they decided to turn to the individual
members. A special fast was designated, in which members throughout the
world were asked to forego two meals and to contribute the money saved to
a special relief fund for those impacted by the famine. The response to such
a simple request was overwhelming, and the small and simple donations—in
the aggregate—allowed the Church to make a great contribution.
From those beginnings, donations have increased over time and have led
to the formation of LDS Charities, the humanitarian arm of the Church. The
work of LDS Charities spans the globe and consists of emergency response,
refugee relief, clean water and sanitation, and support for various health care
initiatives. Like so many other charitable organizations, our efforts are propelled by our faith that it is our God-given responsibility to relieve suffering,
lighten the burdens of the afflicted, and bring hope to the hopeless.
United in Faith

Having said this, I must emphasize that were LDS Charities left to do this
work on our own, our impact would be limited. While beliefs may vary, we
are united with other faiths in our commitment to a higher cause that transcends our personal interests and motivates us to give of our substance, our
time, and our energies on behalf of our fellow men and women. I speak not
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only of financial resources but also of human resources—those remarkable
individuals within our organizations whose compassion, skill, and devotion
combine to reach others on a deeply personal level.
Our small and simple efforts are enhanced and multiplied by our collaboration with hundreds of partners, both global and local, including all
of my fellow panelists. I have been humbled by their presentations today.
Islamic Relief ’s “Day of Dignity” program has helped so many people raise
their chins and look forward with determination to begin their new lives.
Episcopal Migration Ministries’ emphasis on helping immigrants adjust to
their new job markets has provided stability for individuals, families, and
future generations.
When we reach out to other faith-based organizations, there is a certain affinity—a shared language, a common motivation—that allows our
resources to complement each other. Our common purpose lends power to
our work. Governments and UN agencies recognize it, and they rely heavily
on faith-based organizations to extend the reach of their services.
Ties to the Sustainable Development Goals

The contributions of faith-based organizations were particularly highlighted
during the development of the Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs.
Speaking on the role of faith-based organizations and the SDGs, Rev. Dr.
Olav Fykse Tveit, the general secretary for the World Council of Churches,
stated:
Churches and other religious communities are not engaged in humanitarian
response and development because of the SDGs, but because of their fundamental
faith commitments to respecting human dignity, to serving the community, to protecting creation, and to witnessing to the divine. The faith that is our fundamental
point of reference is expressed and brought into action in many ways: in confidence
and trust in God, in the content of doctrine, in the teaching of the tradition, in a
commitment to serve and share.5

I echo Reverend Tveit’s statement. Faith motivates those who serve in our
organizations to give not only of their substance, but to give of themselves—
they bring a human factor to the work which governmental programs alone
cannot provide. We see a divine potential in those whom we serve; therefore, our efforts are not limited to just providing relief—we strive to build
their capacity and their self-worth to increase their ability to meet the next
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challenge that occurs so that they can also, in their turn, experience the joys
of service and life.
Family

Allow me to now focus my comments briefly on the subject of the family.
Just a few steps away from us is the Security Council Chamber of the
United Nations, a room where nations of the world can come together to
work towards common goals of peace and security for all people. A large
mural symbolizing the promise of future peace and individual freedom covers
most of the east wall. It is noteworthy to me, however, that at the very center
of this mural there is a family.
As defined by my faith, and by the United Nations, the family is the fundamental unit of society. Thus, care should be taken to protect the family,
especially those in dire circumstances. As noted by the High Commission on
Refugees, “When other institutions of society break down or are unavailable,
as is so often the case in refugee situations, the family assumes a greater than
usual importance. Refugees who are alone are more vulnerable to exploitation, attack, and trafficking.”6
It is also in the home that children are taught their first lessons of love,
respect, forgiveness, compassion, care, and service. If we strengthen our
homes now, we will be able to teach our children to reach out to those in
need in the future. Is it any wonder, then, that the family is featured in the
logo for LDS Charities?
Support to Refugees

I wish to touch briefly on how we have collaborated with other organizations
to the relief of others.
In the United States, LDS Charities has assisted the nine federally
authorized refugee-resettlement agencies, six of which are faith-based organizations. While we have provided furnishings, supplies, and funding to assist
with housing and other needs, they have had the personnel, the expertise,
and the organization to help refugees transition into their new homes and
communities.
But perhaps what is as noteworthy as the material support is the personal
outreach of the volunteers in helping refugees feel integrated and welcome.
Locally, just across the Hudson River, a Latter-day Saint congregation in
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Jersey City decided to collaborate with UNICEF and Church World Service
to open their homes and hearts to refugees in their community.
Last night, I was invited to eat dinner with many of the members and the
immigrants they are helping. One member of that congregation described
her experiences. She said, “For now, we see our LDS chapel as a kind of community service space. For instance, we have a resettled women’s sewing group
who meet weekly at our building. We provide volunteer education for those
who wish to help newly settled families with needed cultural training. We
have loved seeing our building become a safe haven for so many in our community. We’re thrilled to begin combining efforts with other churches and
local groups working toward the same goal.”7
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In summary, I express my sincere appreciation to all who are engaged in
the challenging, but deeply rewarding, work of relieving suffering throughout
the world. Our role in this effort is critical. We need to build bridges among
faith-based organizations, understand each other’s work, and cooperate more.
We need to organize the time, talents, and resources of faithful people who
desire to help. We are united in a common commitment to care for those in
need. While individually we can do great good, collectively we can accomplish so much more. It is my hope that we will all work together through small
and simple means to accomplish extraordinary things.
Thank you.
© 2017 by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.

Visit to Uganda

Internationally, LDS Charities has partnered with a host of outstanding
organizations to help provide food, shelter, clothing, and medical supplies
to refugees in camps as well as those in transit. Longer-term needs in refugee
camps and communities are also addressed through support for educational
facilities and programs, water and sanitation systems, and health care.
Six weeks ago, I traveled to Uganda with UNICEF representatives to
observe a multipartner effort to address the needs of refugees arriving from
South Sudan and other neighboring countries. In addition to meeting immediate needs such as nutrition and medical care, LDS Charities and UNICEF
are partnering to help provide immunizations and educational services for
the many children in the settlement centers. As we visited the Bidi Bidi center and host communities, the array of skills and resources needed to address
such needs were evident and, fortunately, so was the level of coordination
among agencies.
In meeting the newly arriving refugees, I could see the relief wash over
them as they exited the crowded buses to find a friendly welcome and a hot
meal. As I observed teachers and children in classrooms and on playgrounds,
I felt the sense of order and security that a safe learning space and caring
teachers can bring to the lives of displaced children.
Wherever I looked, I saw people reaching out to teach and comfort. These
are people who believe they can and must make a difference in the world
around them; they are people who work together in order to magnify their
individual efforts to bless the lives of others; in short, they are people of faith.

Notes
1. “Ladies’ Relief Society,” Times and Seasons 3, no. 11 (1 April 1842): 743; Joseph Smith
was the editor of the periodical.
2. Polly Angell, quoted in Edward W. Tullidge, The Women of Mormondom (New York:
Tullidge and Crandall, 1877), 76.
3. Alma 37:6.
4. Editor’s reply to a letter from Richard Savary, Times and Seasons 3, no. 10 (15 March
1842): 732; Joseph Smith was the editor of the periodical.
5. Rev. Dr. Olav Fykse Tveit, “The Role of Religion in Sustainable Development and
Peace” (address, Partners for Change: Religions and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, Berlin, 17–18 February 2016), http://uri.org/files/resource_files
/TheRoleofReligioninSustainableDevelopmentandPeace.pdf.
6. Kate Jastram and Kathleen Newland, “Family Unity and Refugee Protection,”
UNHCR, http://www.unhcr.org/3bd3d4a14.pdf.
7. Personal correspondence to Ty Johnson.

Using Women’s Voices
in Teaching History
and Doctrine
jen nife r re e d e r

Jennifer Reeder (jreeder@ldschurch.org) is a nineteenth-century women’s history specialist
at the LDS Church History Department.

Lee Greene Richards, Emma Hale Smith, © Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

I

Historian Catherine A. Brekus noted that early women
caption
“have
. . been
.
virtually forgotten by modern-day historians.”
They became invisible and their voices “difficult to hear.”

n early July 1830, shortly following her baptism, Emma Smith received
a revelation through her husband, Joseph Smith, about her position and
responsibilities in the new Church of Christ.1 In the revelation (now known
as section 25 of the Doctrine and Covenants), the Lord described Emma as
an “elect lady” and charged her to “expound scriptures and exhort the church
according as it shall be given thee by my spirit.”2 The responsibilities were
weighty: the 1828 American Webster dictionary defines exhort as “to encourage, to embolden, to cheer, to advise, to excite or to give strength, spirit, or
courage.” Likewise, expound means “to explain, to lay open the meaning, to
clear out of obscurity, to interpret.”3 The revelation contained specific counsel
for Emma, but at the conclusion the charge to teach and preach applied to a
more general audience: “this is my voice unto all.”4
Seven years later, in 1837, Sarah Sturtevant Leavitt became one who
exhorted truth. She was baptized in Kirtland, Ohio. She and her husband settled in Mayfield, ten miles from Kirtland. There, she later recorded, “I wanted
very much to get the good will of my neighbors,” for she yearned to expound—
to clear out of obscurity and to explain the truth of the gospel. Leavitt visited
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local taverns, or inns, speaking earnestly to anyone who would listen. “I had
some[thing] of more importance that was shut up like fire in my bones,” she
wrote. At a visit to a sick neighbor, where a large group had gathered, Leavitt
desired to exhort—to give strength and courage. She remembered, “The Lord
gave me great liberty of speech.”5 Her exact words, unfortunately, were not
recorded verbatim, demonstrating the need to find women’s voices and insert
them into Church history.
Recovering Women’s Voices

One challenge in recovering women’s voices is that women frequently lacked
a location to speak and then an opportunity for their words to be recorded.
Leavitt joined the Nauvoo Relief Society on 4 August 1842, but beyond her
membership, there is no record of her in discussions or donations.6 Emma
Smith, however, as “presidentess,” directed the benevolent activity and
spiritual discussion of the society, as encouraged by Joseph Smith at its organizational founding on 17 March 1842.7 The all-female organization provided
a location for Emma to speak comfortably; historical records in the twelve
years since the 1830 revelation indicate that she was a viable public figure,
though no records exist of her public oration.8 In the Relief Society, Emma
directed membership-recruitment efforts, encouraged unity, and instructed
women on compassion and care for the poor.9
Another challenge in accessing women’s words is their fear of public
speaking. Even Eliza R. Snow initially expressed anxiety over her new Relief
Society leadership assignment from Brigham Young: “He said, ‘I want you
to instruct the sisters.’ Altho’ my heart went ‘pit a pat’ for the time being, I
did not, and could not then form an adequate estimate of the work before
me.”10 Mary Isabella Horne, president of the Salt Lake City Fourteenth Ward
Relief Society, also received an assignment from Brigham Young to organize
a Retrenchment Association; she, too, expressed doubt over her public speaking ability.11 Emmeline B. Wells described Horne’s early trepidation: Horne
“was so very timid that she could not vote in the members of the society, without being supported by leaning on other sisters. To see her now stand up in
the congregation of the Saints, and hear the words of instruction which flow
from her lips, one could scarcely credit that she was ever so afraid of her own
voice.”12 Zina D. H. Young expressed similar concern when she visited the
Lehi Relief Society in 1869: “I am not accustomed to public speaking.” After
fifteen years of speaking experience, Young became the third Relief Society
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General President. She confidently exhorted the “phalanx of [Relief Society]
women to stand and lead out.”13 Emily S. Richards remembered how Snow
helped her to learn to speak in public: “The first time [she] asked me to speak
in meeting, I could not, and she said, ‘Never mind, but when you are asked
to speak again, try and have something to say,’ and I did.”14 Each of these
women overcame her fears and contributed to the development of Mormon
discourse, many times surrounded by the comfortable company of the local
Relief Societies.
Latter-day Saint women participated in historic events and testified of
the Restoration, as evidenced in countless letters, diaries, and reminiscences
contained in archival repositories or family collections spread throughout the
world. But their voices were often restricted to family and unused pages of history. The Relief Society became a springboard for women to speak publicly
and to insert themselves into what became an institutional recorded history
via organizational minute books—over a thousand of them—now housed
in the LDS Church History Library. Even with these records, women often
remain peripheral or even absent from the institutional history. Historian
Catherine A. Brekus noted that early women “have been virtually forgotten
by modern-day historians.” They became invisible and their voices “difficult to hear.”15 An informal survey conducted by Brittany Chapman Nash,
an employee of the LDS Church History Department, indicates that many
Latter-day Saints today can name only a handful of nineteenth-century
Mormon women: Emma Smith, Lucy Mack Smith, Eliza R. Snow, or “the
woman who blessed her oxen”—Mary Fielding Smith.16
And yet records of their words, ideas, and opinions exist. The Woman’s
Exponent (1872–1914), a women’s newspaper, is an invaluable source of
Church history, as women reflected in the paper on their personal and collective histories of the Restoration. Brigham Young charged Emmeline B. Wells,
second editor of the Exponent and leader of the paper’s production for nearly
forty years, to publish “‘the record of [women’s] work and a portion of Church
history;’ he also added ‘and I give you a mission to write brief sketches of the
lives of the leading women of Zion, and publish them.”17 Others followed
Wells’s lead: Edward Tullidge compiled Women of Mormondom in 1877, and
Augusta Joyce Crocheron edited Representative Women of Deseret in 1884.18
While these sources can be found online, they are out of print and are not
well known today. Very few of these women’s stories appear in current official
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Church publications or curriculum, complicating teachers’ ability to include
them in lessons without undertaking significant extra research.
Several new documentary publications over the past decade concentrate
on women’s words: Women of Faith in the Latter Days, edited by Richard E.
Turley Jr. and Brittany L. Chapman [Nash]; The First Fifty Years of Relief
Society: Key Documents in Latter-day Saint Women’s History, edited by Jill
Mulvay Derr, Carol Cornwall Madsen, Kate Holbrook, and Matthew Grow;
and The Witness of Women: Firsthand Experiences and Testimonies of the
Restoration, by Janiece Johnson and Jennifer Reeder. They provide access
to biographical accounts, Relief Society documents produced by both men
and women, and women’s accounts arranged topically, describing events of
the Restoration. Most recently, Jennifer Reeder and Kate Holbrook have
edited a collection of women’s talks with the Church Historian’s Press: At the
Pulpit: 185 Years of Discourses by Latter-day Saint Women, which will be translated into Spanish and Portuguese and added to the Gospel Library app in
February 2018 . This article will focus on this most recent publication, with
ideas of how At the Pulpit and other historical works can integrate women’s
voices and experiences into the classroom.
At the Pulpit: The Voice, Visibility, and Value of Women’s Voices

The concept for the book At the Pulpit originated with a discussion between
Derr and Holbrook. They concurred that the twenty-six-volume Journal of
Discourses, with its richness in theological and historical detail, deserved an
equal companion, a female Journal of Discourses.19 Because of their work on
First Fifty Years, Derr and Holbrook knew that women’s talks existed but
that early records were difficult to access, forgotten in old minute books and
obscure newspapers. My first assignment at the Church History Department
was to edit such a woman’s volume with Holbrook. We determined that a
main purpose of At the Pulpit was to provide access to a collection of women’s
spoken words, making them usable for teaching, speaking, leading, and scholarly research.
Holbrook and I resolved that an additional primary purpose of At
the Pulpit was to recognize the voice, visibility, and value of women, both
for women featured in the book and for women and men reading it. Each
discourse includes a brief introduction that provides insight into the biographical, historical, theological, and cultural context. For example, Jane
Neyman’s discourse about charity is a short excerpt from the Beaver Relief
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Society minute book, “encouraging all to be forbearing and forgiving, refraining as much as possible from scrutinizing the conduct of our neighbors.”20
While this is a significant yet typical Relief Society topic, additional value
comes from Neyman’s personal experience, as told in the introduction to her
discourse. As a destitute single mother in Nauvoo, she received desperately
needed charitable assistance but was denied membership in the Nauvoo
Relief Society due to gossip about her family. Two of her daughters had been
accused of sexual immorality at a time when rumors of polygamy and unauthorized use of Joseph Smith’s consent to practice plural marriage filtered
through the town. Despite the negative reaction, Neyman remained faithful, and years later became the first Relief Society president in Beaver, Utah,
where she encouraged sisters to seek for charity, “which covereth a multitude
of sins,” a value she certainly learned from personal experience.21
Additional biographical information is also valuable for Leone O.
Jacobs’s discourse. The introduction details that she served in Palestine and
Syria in the late 1930s with her husband, Joseph Jacobs, who was called to be
a mission president there. Leone was in her thirties with two children and
had recently undergone major surgery. She jumped into what must have been
difficult conditions by fellowshipping members, learning Turkish, hosting
events, preparing meals for missionaries and guests, supporting Relief Society
and youth activities, and playing the organ for meetings. Upon their return in
1939, when England declared war on Germany, she served in her stake Relief
Society presidency, and after the war, she was called to the Relief Society general board. She spoke about personal improvement at a Relief Society general
conference in 1949: “One of the most glorious principles of life is that we can
always rise above present level,” that “the course of our lives can be rerouted”
by “preparing our hearts.”22 Her own life certainly had been rerouted, and she
handled it with grace.23 At the Pulpit, then, provides informative context and
value to the voices of these women. These personal experiences attached to
gospel teachings aim to illustrate how today men and women, boys and girls
can find value in their own life experiences and make doctrinal applications.
At the Pulpit makes visible both known and unknown women. Of course,
as would be expected, there are talks by Lucy Mack Smith, Emma Smith,
Eliza R. Snow, Belle Spafford, Sheri Dew, and Chieko N. Okazaki. There
are also talks by women not commonly known. E. G. Jones lectured to the
Salt Lake City Eleventh Ward Young Ladies in 1882, and her discourse was
picked up by the Woman’s Exponent. Jones left virtually no record of herself
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other than a masterful treatise on prayer.24 Careful scrutiny of the Salt Lake
City 1880 census revealed an Ellenor Georgina Jones in the eleventh ward,
which led to examination of other census records from Ohio to California.
Genealogical information culled from each census showed that Jones, born in
1832 in Nashville, came from a mixed-race family at the height of slavery and
hostility toward free blacks. And yet at a time of high racial prejudice, ward
and temple records in Utah show that not only did Jones receive her own
endowment and performed the work for her family members, but her son
was ordained to the priesthood. To find her death date and location required
extra attention; a family history missionary found her death certificate, which
indicated that she had spent ten days in Redding, California, suffering from
a stroke, and passed away in 1922. No headstone exists, yet her discourse on
prayer reveals a very thoughtful, educated, spiritually aware woman who had
learned how to utilize prayer to strengthen her relationship with God and
who was highly capable of teaching others that concept.25
A twentieth-century example of a lesser-known speaker in At the Pulpit
is Lalene H. Hart, an expert in home economics with degrees from Brigham
Young College in Logan, Utah, and Simmons College in Boston, which later
guided her work with the Relief Society Social Services. At age thirty, she
married a widower with ten children. She served with her mission president
husband in Canada from 1927 to 1930, where she presided over the Relief
Society in the mission. She spoke at a 1933 Relief Society general conference
on the topic of responsibilities of service and assignment. “Let us sense seriously the responsibility that rests upon us to rise and shine and show the way
to a doubting, waiting, skeptical world that there is a God in heaven, that
Jesus Christ lives, and that he is interested in the welfare of his children.”26
Because of the availability of resources, the addresses in this book are
heavily weighted toward discourses given in Utah, and the selections in this
book do not adequately represent non-American voices, or even non-Utahan
voices. Nevertheless, the voices of international women appear in the book
as early as 1861, when British actress and Latter-day Saint Elicia A. Grist
published an “Address to the Sisters of the Church” in the Millennial Star, a
British LDS newspaper. The Grist family moved around England and Ireland,
and she wrote to the women scattered around the British Isles before the first
British Relief Society was organized in 1873.27 Mary B. Ferguson was born in
Scotland but spoke at the Spanish Fork Young Ladies’ Mutual Improvement
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Three women of Mormondom: Eliza R. Snow, Emmeline B Wells, Elizabeth Ann Whitney.

Association.28 Annie D. Noble and Emma N. Goddard, who both spoke in
MIA conferences, emmigrated from England.29
The latter part of At the Pulpit expands the voices of international women.
Lucrecia Suárez de Juárez, a stake Relief Society president in Mexico City,
spoke at a Mexico and Central America Area Conference in 1972.30 Jutta B.
Busche, from Germany, spoke to the Brigham Young University (BYU)
Women’s Conference in 1990, describing the distinction between cultural
Utah Mormonism and doctrine.31 Irina Kratzer, a doctor from Russia, spoke
at the BYU Women’s Conference in 2000 about her conversion and transition from a Communist country to the United States.32 South African Judy
Brummer shared her story at a 2012 fireside. She grew up on her family ranch,

16

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 19 NO. 1 · 2018

learning the Xhosa language from her local playmates. After college, she
met the sister missionaries, was baptized, then served a mission, utilizing her
knowledge of the Xhosa language by translating for missionaries and Church
leaders and translating selections of the Book of Mormon for them.33 The
book concludes with a talk by Gladys N. Sitati, from Kenya, also speaking at
BYU Women’s Conference, in 2016.34 Such global voices of women expand
the visibility and voice of women and recognize an international Church.
Change over Time

An unrecognized value of At the Pulpit is its demonstration of change over
time. Initially, women spoke in a format comfortable to them at the time.
Elizabeth Ann Whitney’s talk, for example, is a song she sang by the gift of
tongues in the partially constructed Kirtland Temple.35 Emma Smith’s words
are taken from various discussions she led in the Nauvoo Relief Society.36
Eliza R. Snow spoke extemporaneously to the Retrenchment Association in
the Fourteenth Ward Assembly Hall in 1872, covering such topics as adversity, divine influence, Zion, and the importance of education.37 Members of
early Relief Societies most often spoke through discussion, but regular meetings gave rise to impromptu speeches, which in turn gave way to increasingly
formal and political discourses, as evident in the latter part of At the Pulpit.
Several finely polished sermons come from events such as BYU Women’s
Conference, CES firesides, regional and area conferences, and general conferences. These later discourses are more focused and much longer than earlier
talks.
Another reason for the increased length and focus is the change in technology. The earliest talks in the book, by Lucy Mack Smith and Elizabeth
Ann Whitney, come from their own reminiscences.38 Secretaries took notes
for Relief Society minute books, and the quality of the records was different
for each individual secretary; often secretaries recorded word for word the
messages of male visitors, such as bishops and other Church leaders, while
simply summarizing women’s words. It all depended on the secretary and the
preservation of the minute book. As women began writing out their own
talks, and with the advent of technology to record talks with more detail and
precision, the average length of recorded discourses increased over time. The
early talks were found in newspapers, manuscripts, or minute books, while
many of the later talks came from published sources. Modern technology
improved the expansion of women’s discourse.
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Document Selection

At the Pulpit contains fifty-four women’s discourses from 1831 to 2016. We
wanted to show how LDS women have spoken publicly from the very beginning of the Church’s organization by selecting a couple of talks from each
decade, demonstrating the range of time in which women discoursed. As
such, we expanded the definition of discourse to allow for the various types
of public speaking during the early years of the Church. Women speaking
and preaching in church at this time in American history was a contentious
issue; many denominations at the time held that women should be “silent”
in church.39 Yet women did speak. The early nineteenth-century Second
Great Awakening encouraged ideals of equality and democracy within religious organizations. Lucy Mack Smith, Elizabeth Ann Whitney, and Sarah
Sturtevant Leavitt came from this generation, and the modes by which they
spoke reflected contemporary religious expression, including evangelical
revivalism and charismatic speaking in tongues. In Utah, all-female organizations such as the Female Institute of Health, Relief Society, retrenchment
organizations, Young Ladies’ Mutual Improvement Association (YLMIA),
and Primary created locations where women held meetings with discussions
and testimonies that were recorded in minute books. As these organizations
centralized and began holding annual and biannual conferences with more
institutionalized speaking, women delivered talks and sermons. Discourses
included in At the Pulpit encompass many types of public utterance, including sermons, speeches, prayers, meeting discussions, songs, recipes, and stories.
Locating discourses delivered in such varied venues over 185 years
required careful excavation, especially back into the nineteenth century. With
over one thousand Relief Society hard-copy minute books, plus records on
microfilm, held at the Church History Library, a team of volunteers, interns,
and editors searched carefully to find potential discourses. We also worked
through issues of the Millennial Star, Woman’s Exponent, Young Woman’s
Journal, and Relief Society Magazine. In contrast, the volume of twentiethcentury talks made the decision process difficult in an entirely different way.
Searches through published reports of general conference and Relief Society
conference, as well as the mass content found on the internet, required a very
definite focus.
The overarching criterion for selection was to find engaging talks focusing on doctrinal themes. There are some talks that share distinctly historical
experiences with solid gospel responses. Drusilla D. Hendricks shared the
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difficult decision to allow her son to march with the Mormon Battalion at a
time when she needed his help to cross the plains. She used personal experience to highlight the powerful doctrine of sacrifice.40 We searched for talks
that readers would immediately want to share because of the powerful doctrine in them. Elsie Talmage Brandley’s 1934 talk, “The Religious Crisis of
Today,” is one of those; Brandley explored issues of spiritual doubt and questioning, many of which are debated today.41
Integration of Women’s Voices in the Classroom

At the Pulpit recovers lost voices of Latter-day Saint women, demonstrating
their voice, visibility, and value. It is a book to be used—in scholarly research,
in the classroom, in lessons, in personal study, and literally at the pulpit. The
book may be a recovery of women’s voices or a compensatory women’s history,
which is sorely needed, but it is evidence that women must be integrated into
both Mormon history and Mormon doctrine. Historian Brekus suggested
the difficulty not only of finding women’s voices but of using them appropriately: “Integrating these women into history involves more than merely
pasting them into previous grand narratives of political events. . . . We must
learn to ask new questions and create new paradigms. . . . It requires us to
rethink our assumptions about the effects of cultural, political, economic,
and religious change.”42 Below are several suggestions for how to specifically
use At the Pulpit in the classroom.
The easiest, most visible way to integrate women’s voices in the classroom
is to make the book visible and available to students. Add selections to your
syllabus; encourage seminary students to use the talks for class devotionals.
Most importantly, women’s voices should be integrated rather than separated.
While there may be some value in teaching Doctrine and Covenants 25 as a
woman’s section, or having a distinct lesson on women and the Relief Society,
compartmentalization of women separates them from full participation and
sends a signal to both female and male students about women’s place in the
Church. The content of lessons insinuates religious and cultural ideology, and
the integration of women into the teachings of both doctrine and history
can contribute to a powerful generation of Latter-day Saints—both men and
women—who recognize the voice, visibility, and value of all people.
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Doctrine

At the Pulpit provides insightful doctrine that should be integrated into
classes, lessons, and talks. Francine R. Bennion delivered a truly powerful discourse at the 1986 BYU Women’s Conference: “A Latter-day Saint Theology
of Suffering.” This discourse is perhaps the most developed theological sermon in the collection, delving into scripture, personal experience, principle,
and practice to grapple with universal questions of suffering through an LDS
lens. While at times abstract, and certainly the longest in the book, this talk
provides true inspiration, pushing the reader to think more deeply about
theodicy.43 Ardeth G. Kapp taught the difference between doctrine and tradition “in coming to know our Savior and the saving principles through the
gospel of Jesus Christ,” and Linda K. Burton spoke to the Utah South Area
Conference in 2015 about the doctrine of the Sabbath.44
Several talks teach specific doctrine and could be inserted in a variety of
ways to bolster doctrinal topics taught by men in the scriptures or by general
priesthood leaders. On the subject of prayer, Ellenor G. Jones taught that it
“is the key that will unlock the statehouse of knowledge.” Using scripture, she
testified that “through prayer, our faith is strengthened and our powers of
comprehension are quickened, and we receive power to discern good from
evil.” Jones demonstrated that “prayer overcomes darkness and disappointment.”45 In 1901, Ann M. Cannon presented a short but powerful testimony
of prayer: “I know that prayer can lift the greatest burdens and rest the
weary. Nothing else can give such perfect relief. Even the falling of a tear is a
prayer.”46 Virginia H. Pearce also addressed prayer in her 2011 BYU Women’s
Conference talk. Using scripture and some very real stories from family and
friends, she exhorted the audience to utilize prayer as “a long and personal
conversation” by which we can join our own wills with “the will of the Father
[and] become one and the same.”47 These women’s talks complement talks
by men.
Some of the most powerful discourses describe the process of seeking
and receiving personal revelation, particularly with individual conversion.
Returned missionary Rachel H. Leatham spoke in an overflow general conference session in 1908 about the importance of gaining her own testimony
rather than relying on her parents’ beliefs and teachings. “We are the future
responsible people of Zion.”48 Annie D. Noble, president of the Ogden Fifth
Ward YLMIA, spoke at the MIA annual conference in 1916, sharing how
she came to know that “Joseph Smith was a true prophet of the Lord” as she
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walked one evening to an LDS cottage meeting in Nottingham, England.49
Irina Kratzer, a Russian physician, told about using the Book of Mormon and
Church magazines to brush up her English skills. Drawn to the idea that God
and Jesus Christ did in fact exist, despite Communist teachings, the seeds of
Kratzer’s conversion were planted.50 These are universal issues that many people—youth and adults—face today. These women’s experiences qualify the
individual conversion process as viable and valuable, while providing insight
into a general pattern of conversion.
Another valuable doctrinal topic is that of personal purpose and life
mission. The concept of individual worth and value is sprinkled through
nearly every talk. Elicia Grist said, “We each have a mission to perform, if
we were only to consider what responsibility there is devolving upon us in
every act we perform.”51 Additionally, a few women spoke specifically to this
topic. In 1879, Mary Ann Freeze taught the Salt Lake City Eleventh Ward
MIA, “My young brothers and sisters, we were all sent here on the earth for
a purpose, and we all have a mission to perform. It is the duty of each of us
to understand that mission.”52 Sheri Dew charged women at the 2001 BYU
Women’s Conference to recognize their “noble and great” identities. Using
scripture and prophetic teaching about both men and women being foreordained to certain assignments, she encouraged her audience, “As we come to
understand the same thing, we will feel a greater sense of mission and more
confidence living as a woman of God in a world that doesn’t necessarily celebrate women of God.”53
One value of integrating women’s voices and experiences with specific
doctrinal topics is that women can often illustrate an application of principles taught by priesthood leaders, adding their own understandings and
additional insight as they “liken all scriptures unto [themselves].”54 Drusilla
Hendricks is a perfect example of how one can exercise his or her testimony
and understanding of the gospel in a difficult situation. She knew the principle of Abrahamic sacrifice; she also understood the principle of revelation
while she desperately prayed for an immediate answer.55 In 1996, Chieko N.
Okazaki spoke in general conference about unity amid diversity, testifying
of how she learned to build on a firm foundation despite racial discrimination.56 The application of gospel principles in and of itself is valuable, teaching
students how to make their own application through the examples of these
women. These women’s words indicate how people apply scriptures and doctrine and use theology through practical, personal experience.

Using Women’s Voices in Teaching History and Doctrine

21

History

At the Pulpit can and should be used in the teaching of Church history, especially in the Foundations of the Restoration course taught at CES schools
and Church institutes. Women participated in nearly every event of the
Restoration, and including their voices provides a second witness along with
an additional perspective. Lucy Mack Smith, Elicia Grist, and Annie Noble
described the spirit of various waves of gathering the house of Israel through
missionary work.57 For historical information on women and spiritual gifts in
the early days of the Church, refer to Elizabeth Ann Whitney or the 19 April
1842 Nauvoo Relief Society minutes.58 Mary Isabella Horne spoke to the
Salt Lake City Seventeenth Ward in 1868, recalling her experience with
crickets and seagulls.59 Emma Goddard applied the universal gospel principle of neighborly love during World War I at an MIA conference in 1918.60
Another teaching option is this: when covering a specific prophet, include
women from that time period. As Young Women General President in 1981,
Elaine A. Cannon began her address by giving credit to “President Kimball
and the Brethren.”61
In conclusion, At the Pulpit empowers both women and men to understand authority and the charge to expound truth and exhort the Church.
In 1869, Eliza R. Snow taught the Salt Lake City Seventeenth Ward Relief
Society, “We have been instructed that each one of us in our organizations
is endowed with the germs of every faculty requisite to constitute a god or
goddess.”62 In the April 2014 general conference, Elder Dallin H. Oaks clearly
taught that women participate in the Church with authority based on their
callings from priesthood leaders.63 This authority becomes very clear in women’s words in At the Pulpit, and they are words for both men and women. In
a 1993 CES fireside, Elaine Jack spoke of this spiritual authority for young
adults: “To ‘choose life’ is only possible when we understand that we have the
power to do it.” She encouraged the audience to “get a life” and “to build on
the good bedrock of your own experiences and testimony.”64 Jack achieved
the same charge given to Emma Smith, to expound the Church and exhort
the truth. President Russell M. Nelson echoed this charge in 2015, 185 years
after Emma first received it: “My dear sisters, whatever your calling, whatever
your circumstances, we need your impressions, your insights, and your inspiration. We need you to speak up and speak out.”65 All voices are needed.
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Appendix: Selected Sources of Documentary Editions of Women’s
Voices (in Chronological Order of Publication)

Woman’s Exponent (1872–1914). Founded, written, published, and distributed by women. Published initially bimonthly and later monthly under
the editorship of Lula Green Richards, followed by Emmeline B. Wells.
Available online at lib.byu.edu.
Women of Mormondom (1877). Edward Tullidge. Tullidge collected
autobiographical writings of Mormon women, filling in gaps when the
women he wrote about had already passed away. He inserted women’s experiences and their own words into a larger celebratory book, inserting his own
hagiographic explanations. Out of print, but available online at archive.org.
Representative Women of Deseret (1884). Augusta Joyce Crocheron.
Crocheron gathered biographies and autobiographies of twenty leading
Mormon women, some accounts written in the women’s own words, some
published in the Woman’s Exponent, and others written by friends. Out of
print, but available online at archive.org.
Women’s Voices: An Untold History of the Latter-day Saints, 1830–1900
(1982). Kenneth W. Godfrey, Audrey M. Godfrey, and Jill Mulvay Derr.
Selections of women’s words arranged chronologically. Out of print.
In Their Own Words: Women and the Story of Nauvoo (1994). Carol
Cornwall Madsen. Madsen organized women’s experiences by genre, including diaries, letters, and reminiscences, and provides an in-depth examination
of women in Nauvoo.
Life Writings of Frontier Women series (1998–2012). Each volume contains personal writings, biographical material, and scholarly annotations of
individual women, including Mabel Finlayson Allred, Patience Loader Archer,
Effie Marquess Carmack, Caroline Barnes Crosby, Margaret E. P. Gordon,
Mary Lois Walker Morris, Louisa Barnes Pratt, Mary Haskin Parker Richards,
Patty Sessions, Eliza R. Snow, Fanny Stenhouse, Helen Mar Whitney, and
Helen and Avery Woodruff.
“Give It All Up and Follow Your Lord”: Mormon Female Religiosity, 1831–
1843 (2008). Janiece Johnson. Johnson records nineteen letters of early
LDS women, culled from archival repositories all over the United States.
Correspondence reveals women’s spiritual knowledge—bearing witness of
the restored gospel—and their sacrifice.
Women of Faith in the Latter Days (2011–present). Edited by Richard E.
Turley Jr. and Brittany A. Chapman [Nash]. Proposed 7 volumes; 3 completed.
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This series aims to enhance awareness of women through inspirational
vignettes, most of them containing their personal writings. Each volume
contains approximately fifty chapters with a brief biography and personal
writings. The volumes are written by a variety of authors.
The First Fifty Years of Relief Society: Key Documents in Latter-day Saint
Women’s History (2016). Edited by Jill Mulvay Derr, Carol Cornwall Madsen,
Kate Holbrook, and Matthew J. Grow. This collection of original documents
begins with the 1830 revelation given to Emma Smith and includes the complete and unabridged minutes of the Nauvoo Relief Society. The majority of
the book builds on the foundation of the women’s organization and includes
minutes, speeches, correspondence, and newspaper articles by both men and
women. Available online at https://www.churchhistorianspress.org.
The Witness of Women: Firsthand Experiences and Testimonies from the
Restoration (2016). Edited by Janiece Johnson and Jennifer Reeder. This
book presents short first-person experiences of women connected to the
Restoration, organized by topic, and includes brief biographical information
of each woman.
At the Pulpit: 185 Years of Discourses by Latter-day Saint Women (2017).
Edited by Jennifer Reeder and Kate Holbrook. This collection of women’s
talks covers 1831 through 2016, with a few speeches from each decade.
Speeches are given by a wide variety of women, using a wide variety of
sources and arranged chronologically. Available online at https://www.
churchhistorianspress.org.
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German Ellsworth intensified his call to share the Book of Mormon. “We felt very much
impressed to have the Elders push the sale of Books of Mormon, because we find where-ever
that book has been placed it has worked marvelous changes in the hearts of the people.”

istorians describe the opening decades of the twentieth century as a
challenging time of transition for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints. The Manifesto on plural marriage in 1890 and the successful bid
for Utah’s statehood in 1896 pointed toward rapprochement with American
culture. But in an era of potential assimilation, tensions lingered as Mormons
labored to “translate the things America demanded of them into the language
and imperatives of their own faith.” Thomas G. Alexander observed that
ongoing controversy in the era prompted Church leaders to search for “a new
paradigm that would save essential characteristics of their religious tradition,
provide sufficient political stability to preserve the interests of the church,
and allow them to live in peace with other Americans.”1
Meanwhile, the imperative to share the gospel remained intact, but missionary work was “extremely difficult” in the first decades of the century. One
reason, Kathleen Flake observed, was that the “Manifesto had not changed
the world’s opinion of Mormonism,” and missionaries faced considerable
hostility, scorn, and suspicion. For many, the label “‘Mormon’ retained its
extremely pejorative connotation,” even symbolizing “what America was not
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and should not be.” When Joseph F. Smith became Church President in 1901,
he worried out loud about the multitudes of “innocent people” whose minds
were “darkened by . . . slanderous reports.” The opening years of his tenure
probably worsened the situation, as sectarian rivals, muckraking journalists,
and politicians revived doubts about the Church’s place in American society.
Few people seemed willing to hear the Restoration message, and if “it could
not make itself heard, the church had no reason for being.”2
How would the Church navigate such straits? It might pursue “national
respectability” by forging a new Mormon image that centered on happy families, loyal citizens, and industrious workers. Richard Bushman saw evidence
for that approach: “Rather than emphasizing doctrine, the church drew
attention to Mormon culture and society.” Kathleen Flake perceived a different course. After his own discomfiting experience at Senate hearings about
Reed Smoot’s fitness for federal office, President Smith came to see the centennial celebration in 1905 of Joseph Smith’s birth as an opportune time to
reorient the Church’s relationship with critics and potential investigators. He
and others chose to emphasize, as Flake described it, Joseph’s Smith’s “first
revelation” instead of his “last.” By highlighting the earliest visions and blessings of the Restoration, Church leaders advanced a “nonnegotiable core” of
doctrine: “restoration of Christ’s church from apostasy, a base of continuing
revelation from heaven, and an assertion of Joseph Smith’s revelatory power
and divine authority bestowed to those who followed.”3
What role did the Book of Mormon play as the Church tried to make
itself heard? Neither Alexander, Bushman, nor Flake engaged that question,
though one would expect the book to play a conspicuous role in Flake’s “nonnegotiable core.” Noel B. Reynolds, however, suggested a scenario closer to
Bushman’s view of the era: “Any small gains . . . in Book of Mormon usage
during the late pioneer period in Utah were probably set aside during the early
years of the twentieth century, when the Church was working . . . to become
more a part of American life than . . . in its earlier period of geographical
isolation from and political conflict with mainstream American culture.”4
Reynolds recognized variety across missions but highlighted “two general approaches” in the early years of the century. One approach, attributed
to Ben E. Rich, “promoted a Mormon slant on religious questions while only
briefly mentioning the Book of Mormon,” relying instead on the Bible to reason “against standard Protestant views.” Another, personified by German E.
Ellsworth, “used the book endlessly as a primary tool in missionary work.”

The Book of Mormon in American Missions at the Turn of the Twentieth Century

31

Reynolds acknowledged Ellsworth’s foresight and cooperation from other
mission presidents to publish the book in “large quantities” but concluded
that Ellsworth influenced practice little beyond the Northern States Mission.5
A closer look at mission practice suggests a different conclusion.
Significant efforts to raise the Book of Mormon’s profile in missionary work
began even before Ellsworth’s ambitious plans took shape. These initiatives
emerged in the field instead of at Church headquarters, motivated by local
inspiration rather than prophetic mandate. Presiding councils supported
innovation, but, typically, they did so after persuasive appeals from mission
leaders, who relied on collaboration to compensate for scarce resources.
The structure of the Church’s missionary system aided that process. In
1904 only seven large missions covered all of the United States and Canada,
and another encompassed Mexico.6 Instead of a three-year tenure, most
mission presidents spent much longer in the field, where they supervised
missionaries and local congregations; Rich and Ellsworth both served fifteen
years. During Ellsworth’s service from 1904 to 1919, no North American
mission had more than two presidents. (See table 1 for an overview of the
situation from 1898 to 1919.) 7 Joseph F. Smith referred to relatively young
mission leaders as his “boys” and left some at their stations for much of his
term as Church President.8
Church leaders provided comparatively modest direction and financial
support to the missions. This allowed mission presidents to innovate, even
as it obliged them to cooperate to bring ambitious plans to fruition. Mission
presidents corresponded about their plans and gathered regularly for the
Church’s general conference in April and October. There they consulted with
peers as well as leaders. They also spoke in conference sessions, publicizing
their plans for the Book of Mormon in their work. With small numbers and
long tenures to build relationships, along with regular occasions to confer
and persuade, innovations could diffuse across the continent. During these
years, the missions collaborated to publish multiple editions of the Book of
Mormon and a multimission periodical far from Salt Lake City. Ellsworth’s
initiatives look even more remarkable upon closer inspection, but other leaders, including Rich, took significant steps to reintroduce a skeptical nation to
Mormonism’s namesake scripture.9
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Early Steps in Jackson County, Missouri

The first significant Book of Mormon initiative emerged in Jackson County,
Missouri, as the century dawned. President James G. Duffin “began the
process of decentralizing U.S. mission publishing” and encouraged other
mission presidents to step up efforts to distribute the Book of Mormon. In
the fall of 1899, Duffin left his home in Toquerville, Utah, to serve in the
Southwestern States Mission, headquartered in Saint John, Kansas. Assigned
to South Texas, he spoke of the Book of Mormon soon after his arrival. Five
months into the mission, Duffin learned by letter that he would succeed
William T. Jack as president. In October 1900 he went to Utah for general
conference, where mission leaders and General Authorities discussed options
to reduce printing costs for missionary tracts and books. By year’s end he
moved the mission home to Kansas City, Missouri, and negotiated contracts
there with printers to supply him tracts and books, including ten thousand
copies of the Book of Mormon.10
With approval of the First Presidency, Duffin entered a contract with
Burd & Fletcher printers of Kansas City in November 1901. They would
produce ten thousand copies of the Book of Mormon for $2,200 (635 pages
each). Of this fee, $1,200 would be supplied by the elders of the mission, with
the balance supplied from Church headquarters. Duffin described the “happy
Kansas City day” in February 1902 when he began reviewing proofs. Sisters
Amelia Carling and Sarah Giles (his only female missionaries) assisted him in
proofreading, which continued for most of February and March.11
When he went to general conference in April 1902, Duffin found Church
leaders pleased at the mission’s publication efforts. They called on him to
speak at the Sunday morning session in the Tabernacle, where he told of
the initiative and praised his missionaries for bearing half the expense of the
venture. “Your sons have been led,” he said (omitting mention of the proofreading sisters), “to contribute of their means to that work, knowing that . . .
God would bless them.” He emphasized that missionaries should study “the
revelations of God given today” and teach “the people that word of God in its
purity, to let [them] know that God is doing a work today, and not be forever
dwelling on the past centuries.” Six months later he spoke again in conference,
reporting that since May the missionaries had distributed “nearly seven thousand copies” of the Book of Mormon “to various missions and throughout
the country.” The book now went “out by the thousands where formerly it
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was distributed by the hundreds,” in part because it was “down to a price that
can be reached by the people.”12
Joseph Robinson of the California Mission and Joseph McRae of the
Colorado Mission collaborated with Duffin in some of his Kansas City printing contracts. These pioneering efforts in the field reverberated in Utah, even
as they paved the way for further initiatives in the missions.13 Soon other
mission presidents acted in concert to spread the word in print: by supporting Ellsworth’s Chicago editions of the Book of Mormon; by distributing a
multimission magazine, Liahona, the Elders’ Journal; and by incorporating
Zion’s Printing and Publishing Company, which after 1915 printed most missionary materials from its plant in Independence.14
German Ellsworth’s Remarkable Initiatives

In his memoirs, German Ellsworth said he first learned the value of the Book
of Mormon as a boy in Utah when his uncle Amasa Potter told a Sunday
School class that they would “never want for words” if they taught from it. In
California on his first mission, from 1896 to 1898, Ellsworth carried copies
with him “for sale and loaning purposes.”15 Soon after his return, he married
Mary Rachel Smith, and after a few years together in Riverton and Lehi, Utah,
he was called back into the mission field.16
Sent to the Northern States Mission in 1903, he worked in the office in
Chicago as mission secretary. Examining the stock of literature one day, he
found no copies of the Book of Mormon on hand for 175 elders and sisters,
so he ordered three dozen copies from Deseret News Press for thirty-seven
and a half cents each, though President Asahel Woodruff said his order
would last “the next six months.” Soon after receiving the call (by wire) to
succeed Woodruff in the summer of 1904, Ellsworth asked Joseph F. Smith
for permission to contract with Chicago printer Henry C. Etten & Co. for
ten thousand copies of the book. As Ellsworth later recalled, President Smith
expressed reservations: “You are only a boy, and I am afraid you will overdo it.”
But the young president persistently advocated the book’s inherent “value . . .
as a missionary” until he received the prophet’s blessing. 17
The first “Chicago edition” of the Book of Mormon appeared by
August 1905. Ellsworth said that “missions in the United States combined”
to finance the contract, and impressions still exist for Duffin’s Central States
Mission, Rich’s Southern States Mission, and the Bureau of Information in
Salt Lake City. Other missions may have participated as well. The Northern
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States Mission retained about one-third of the books. This edition cost
twenty-seven cents per copy, “including the making of plates,” and the cost
would drop in subsequent Chicago printings.18
By the spring of 1906, Ellsworth intensified his call to share the Book of
Mormon. “During the early part of May we felt very much impressed to have
the Elders push the sale of Books of Mormon, because we find where-ever
that book has been placed it has worked marvelous changes in the hearts of
the people.” In June, his missionaries sold 1,232 copies of the book, twice the
number he had anticipated.19
In letters to mission leaders, Ellsworth reviewed their efforts and
explained his thinking. Missionaries in the Wisconsin conference sold 461
copies in June 1906, while eight elders in Manitoba sold 305 copies—an
average of over 38 per missionary. Ellsworth told a conference president in
Indiana that once the printer completed another run of 10,000 copies in
August, he “hope[d] . . . to have the weakest Elder in this mission sell at least
one Book of Mormon every week while those favored of the Lord reach many
times that number.”20
Where missionaries distributed the book most actively, he wrote, “It is
marvelous to notice the change in feeling.” Containing “the fullness of the
everlasting Gospel,” the book’s “spirit . . . comes over the reader [and] cannot
be resisted.” As he told a conference president in Michigan, “It is the first missionary book in this generation. It is the book used by the first Elders. It is the
book for us to use, according to inspiration received.”21
When Ellsworth attended general conference in October 1906, Church
leaders evidently commended his missionaries’ work. “The Authorities were
especially pleased with the Book of Mormon sales,” wrote a member of his
office staff. “They think we have struck the key note of success when we push
this Divine Book.” The secretary expected that “other missions will be asked
to sell Books of Mormon” and that the Northern States “must remain where
[they] are, that is leaders.”22
Speaking at an overflow session of general conference, Ellsworth
described recent efforts and the motives behind them. He had been “very
much impressed” to distribute the book more widely, feeling “very keenly”
the responsibility to share it as a second witness of the Savior. The mission
had “endeavored with all the means that God has given us to put [it] in the
hands of the people, trusting that the Spirit of the Lord may move upon
them . . . [to] read and learn wisdom.” By the end of June, they ran out of
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copies, prompting his order for ten thousand more by August. Promoting
the Book of Mormon had not detracted from any other aspect of the mission’s work, he said, but brought “additional testimony” through God’s spirit
to “the hearts of the Elders and the people.”23
Throughout his tenure, Ellsworth remembered those early intimations
after the call to preside. When his service ended in 1919, he spoke again
about a strong “impression . . . that the Book of Mormon had been given
of the Lord as a witness to this generation and that if we would remember
it,” the Church would “come out from under the condemnation . . . that . . .
rested upon Zion” (a clear allusion to D&C 84:54–58). As he said in April
1908, the Lord “chided [early elders] because they had neglected the things
they had received,” especially the book which had been given to “this generation.” This idea spurred him to enter contracts to print ten thousand copies of
the book in 1905 and ten or twelve thousand more in 1906. It may also have

Courtesy of Church History Library.
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US mission presidents, ca. 1904. Front row, left to right: John G. McQuarrie (Eastern States Mission), Nephi
Pratt (Northwestern States Mission), Ben E. Rich (Southern States Mission), James C. Duffin (Central
States Mission). Back row, left to right: Asahel H. Woodruff (Northern States Mission), Joseph E. Robinson
(California Mission), Joseph A. McRae (Colorado Mission), Benjamin Goddard (Temple Block Mission).
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prompted his efforts to create a new periodical for North American missions
(as discussed below). 24
Renewed Urgency after Cumorah

In January 1907, Ellsworth wrote George Albert Smith of the Quorum of
the Twelve, reflecting on the past year. Missionaries had been “diligent and
faithful” and had made “a special effort” to bear testimony of the Book of
Mormon. In 1906 they were “enabled to dispose of between five and six thousand copies,” along with some sixteen thousand copies of other works like
“Cowley’s talks, Voice of Warnings, and Durants”—altogether “a very splendid record in the book line.”25 But this was only a beginning.
Weeks later, Ellsworth wrote Joseph McRae of the Western States
Mission that the Northern States had sold less than two thousand copies of
the book in 1905 but six thousand in 1906. He hoped for eighteen thousand
in 1907, based on two books per week per missionary, and “if we do not reach
it we shall be the better for having made the trial.” He praised McRae’s “success” and thought he might distribute eight or even ten thousand books in his
smaller mission that year. He offered to share freight expenses for the twentytwo-cent books and suggested purchase of James E. Talmage’s “lecture” on
the Book of Mormon, excerpted from his Articles of Faith. Ellsworth’s office
sent a copy of the pamphlet “with every Book of Mormon sold to the Elder.”26
In June 1907, George Albert Smith invited Ellsworth to join him on
a journey to Palmyra, New York, and to other historic locations. This tour
is best remembered for Elder Smith’s successful negotiations to purchase
land on which the Joseph Smith farm had stood. Ellsworth walked the sites
repeatedly during their stay. One morning at the Hill Cumorah, he had a
revelatory experience so impressive that he chose to memorialize it on his
gravestone more than half a century later. “I heard a voice, clear and distinct,”
he recounted. The voice said, “Push the distribution of the record taken from
this hill. It will help bring the world to Christ.”27
This experience spurred Ellsworth to negotiate printing twenty-five
thousand more copies of the book. He sent postcards of Cumorah to all his
missionaries with the message he had received, and his staff wrote that if the
cards continued to stoke demand, they would need fifty thousand. By July
1907, Ellsworth had determined to place an unprecedented order of one
hundred thousand books for 1908. George Edward Anderson wrote that he
“expected to put out one hundred thousand copies of the Book of Mormon
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and then commence to baptize the people.” Such an effort required cooperation, and “all [US] missions participated equal[ly],” with impressions
struck for specific missions across the continent. At a time when there were
fewer than two thousand missionaries in all the world, this was an audacious
move.28 While recognizing this remarkable epiphany and its substantial
effects, one should remember that Ellsworth had already launched significant
initiatives based upon impressions in Chicago. The revelation at Cumorah
simply renewed his urgency.
When Ellsworth addressed Eastern States missionaries in New York,
Elder Smith asked him to say more about his mission’s use of the Book of
Mormon. The Apostle then “endorsed our remarks and added what we
have said many times here, that it [the Book of Mormon] was the first great
Missionary in the Church” and that “it was a matter of considerable interest
[to the First Presidency and Twelve], to know that the Book of Mormon had
taken its place as a Missionary.” During Ellsworth’s absence, President McRae
had repeatedly telegraphed the mission office for more copies, but nervous
staff members had been reluctant to share from their dwindling stock. Upon
his return, Ellsworth wrote to promise him 240 copies by fast freight, with
more to come as soon as Etten & Co. finished printing. He also conveyed
Elder Smith’s sense that increased distribution of the book would be “one of
the greatest works that has ever been done in the Missionary Field.”29
Accentuating the Book of Mormon did not diminish distribution of
other mission literature. At general conference in 1908, Ellsworth said that
efforts to share it had “more than doubled the distribution of other books
and tracts.” He thought the book simply “opened the door” for further discussion and inquiry. That said, he told missionaries that the book was “a seed
that cannot be destroyed” and was “the thing [that is, the seed] itself, not a
description of it.” He observed that “tracts rot in the gutter or make kindling
for the housewife’s fire, but the Book of Mormon will always be preserved
until it finds an honest heart that has been wrought upon by the Spirit of the
Lord.” “Nothing was as good as the real thing,” he wrote another elder, “and it
was his [Ellsworth’s] determination, as his record will show, to give the people
this great testimony for Christ.”30
Sharing the book boosted missionaries’ confidence: “The Lord has been
with them and has magnified them in their labors. They feel that in taking the
Book of Mormon . . . they have something important enough to take to the
biggest men of the nation.” He found it “remarkable” that a missionary could
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“open it any place, and the Spirit of the Lord, which accompanies the book,
comes upon the people, and they are at once interested.” His words moved
Elder Heber J. Grant of the Twelve, who closed a conference session by affirming the book’s “wonderful spirit” and its power as a missionary tool. Grant
invited listeners to study Alma 29 and 36 if they wanted to see its “mark of
divinity.”31
Ellsworth worked to help people open the book and open their minds.
To prepare the way for a wave of missionary meetings and door-to-door contacts, he would send letters to prominent citizens of a town or city. One of
these started by stating that “American people think for themselves.” Rather
than hear only “one side of the question” on Mormonism, real Americans
would “look for themselves.” Missionaries had made a “special sacrifice to
place the Book of Mormon in the hands of every honest soul in our fair land.”
Why would someone “stand on hearsay” when the “only rational thing [to
do] . . . is read for yourself.” He wrote of a “highly civilized” people in ancient
America and God’s “rational” revelation to them. Any “honest person” who
read the book with a “prayerful heart” would know it had “come forth in this
day to assist in spreading the beautiful doctrines of Jesus Christ.” A postscript
suggested specific pages to read.32
To further facilitate sales of the book, Ellsworth (or his helpers) published a small pamphlet or “folder” to introduce the book. The title was direct:
Wanted! One Hundred Thousand Men and Women to Read the American
Volume of Scripture. The pamphlet included a description of the book, testimonials, and several quotations to illustrate “A Few of the Book of Mormon
Truths.” It offered the book for $0.50 in cloth or $1.75 in Morocco leather.33
At general conference in October 1908, Ellsworth reported that his
mission had dispensed twelve thousand copies of the book that year, a stark
contrast to one hundred copies distributed just five years earlier. There were
“calls for it on every hand,” by mail and in person. People who had received the
book became friends (though not necessarily converts). The “best men in the
community” welcomed missionaries into their homes. Some people told of
sharing the book with their neighbors, who praised its “wonderful examples
of faith in the Lord Jesus” and marveled that they had previously ignored it,
thinking it was “peculiar to your people, and not for general distribution.”34
A later conference address suggested how missionaries might use the book
in teaching. In April 1916 he observed that no other book contained “more
beautiful stories of blessings following faith in God” or “clearer explanation
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of the plan of salvation.” He urged parents to teach their children the “beautiful and faith-promoting” stories of the book and its “wonderful doctrines of
salvation.” His missionaries would point out “one or two good things” on the
first visit and then continue to “turn down a few other corners of the leaves”
till they had marked two dozen passages or more. He wondered how many
members had marked “the gems” that would “bring comfort and consolation”
and “inspire [them] to . . . proclaim the gospel” and “prepare” for coming
responsibilities.35
A New Mission Magazine to “Magnify” the Book of Mormon

At the same time that his Book of Mormon efforts accelerated, Ellsworth
pushed for a new multimission periodical. With other publishing demands,
he felt that he could not “go alone,” and so he invited other mission presidents
to a special meeting in Nauvoo, Illinois, in June 1906 to make plans. Not all
could attend, but James Duffin and Ben Rich did, and “if we three can come
to terms the battle is practically won.”36
Plans moved more slowly than Ellsworth may have liked. Mission
leaders deliberated by letter and in person through November 1906, when
Ellsworth wrote the First Presidency, admitting that he might be “over zealous” about the venture but that he appreciated their “confidence.” He also
acknowledged that the periodical would require some financial assistance
from Church headquarters before it became “self-sustaining.” After meeting
with Presidents Joseph McRae and Samuel Bennion (Duffin’s successor) in
Kansas City that month, Ellsworth wrote the First Presidency to report their
estimate of expenses for the “missionary paper.” He thought they would need
a subsidy beyond subscriptions for a few months but advocated the project’s
value. “We anticipate that this paper will take the place of the tracts now
being distributed by the various missions and instead of a dead issue it will
come before the people as living matter and be more effective in warning this
nation.”37
Ellsworth planned to publish the magazine in Chicago and recruited
Benjamin Cummings as editor. He was surprised by the decision to base the
periodical in Independence, Missouri, home of the Central States Mission,
but “concede[d]” President Bennion’s “inspiration” in the matter. By the time
the Liahona first appeared in April 1907, its advisory board included all US
mission presidents except Ben E. Rich, whose Southern States periodical, the
Elders’ Journal, had been growing in circulation for four years. Recognizing
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that the publications competed for subscribers, Rich soon proposed that his
magazine move to Jackson County and become the voice of all American
missions. When mission presidents gathered in Utah for general conference
in April 1907, a committee of Church leaders chose to consolidate the two
magazines under the roof and editorial staff of the Liahona. Rich was disappointed that “a new paper [should] swallow up his long-established magazine”
and disliked the awkward new name, Liahona, the Elders’ Journal, but he
joined the rest of the mission presidents on its board.38
From the start, a “chief purpose” of the Liahona was to “magnify” the
Book of Mormon and “make [it] better known to the American people.” Its
title was intended as a conversation starter, and each number featured an
excerpt from the book (usually a chapter) “accompanied by explanatory comments.” Ellsworth corresponded with George Reynolds about the prospect of
“publishing extracts from that valuable record” as early as November 1906. He
said there were “chapters and paragraphs” in the book “that would fit exactly
the life and condition today if properly introduced to the reader.” This idea
grew into a regular feature for the first two years of the magazine.39
After Elder David Henry Fowler transferred from the Northern States
Mission to help edit the consolidated magazine, he wrote “Ancient American
Prophets,” sampling chapters through Alma 38 before his mission ended in
the summer of 1909. Fowler’s remarks ranged from analytical to homiletic,
and some were more timeless than others. But members and missionaries
who read the column saw a model of how to learn and teach from the book,
and investigators were given guided access to the scriptural text. An October
1907 editorial called “this weekly extract . . . one of the most valuable features of our magazine.” At its birth, the periodical had no more than twelve
thousand subscribers, but twenty thousand copies were printed. Thus, missionaries regularly distributed thousands of copies of the magazine in lieu of
tracts—and each contained a chapter of the Book of Mormon with accompanying comments.40
Liahona, the Elders’ Journal ran for thirty-eight years, and more remains
to be learned about missionary work from studying its pages, including
experiences with the Book of Mormon in the first half of the twentieth century. The magazine’s editorials, articles, correspondence, and reports open a
window to the role the book played in the lives of missionaries, members,
and even readers who had not joined the Church.41 For the purposes of this
article, it suffices to show how innovations spread as the mission presidents
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collaborated. Cooperation on the magazine reinforced other joint-publication efforts and paved the way for the incorporation of Zion’s Printing and
Publishing Company, under the presidents’ direction. After 1915 the plant in
Independence became the primary printer of missionary materials in North
America and issued several editions of the Book of Mormon.42
Ben E. Rich and the Book of Mormon

Ben E. Rich became a mission president six years before German Ellsworth
and died in the field six years before Ellsworth’s release. As we have seen, he
collaborated on Ellsworth’s principal initiatives, even when it hurt a little (in
the case of his magazine). But he has been portrayed as forging a different path
for missionary work that sought to “mainstream” Mormonism in American
society by downplaying the Book of Mormon. Is that an accurate portrait?
The son of an Apostle, Rich served a mission in Britain in the 1880s,
edited a newspaper in Idaho, and became active in the Republican Party in
the 1890s, forging friendships with business and political elites. Rich went
to preside over the Southern States Mission in 1898 and saw the tumult that
accompanied B. H. Roberts’s failed effort to secure a seat in the House of
Representatives and Reed Smoot’s tortuous but successful quest to retain his
place in the Senate. In 1902, President Theodore Roosevelt went out of his
way to acknowledge Rich in Chattanooga, Tennessee, hoping that the gesture
would buttress his standing in the area; some believed their friendship helped
save Senator Smoot.43 If soft-pedaling the Book of Mormon would forge better bonds with neighbors, Rich was well situated to sense it during ten years
in the Southern States and five more in the Eastern States.
Paul Gutjahr surveyed Noel Reynolds’s research and concluded that
Rich’s time in the Bible Belt conditioned him to engage “non-Mormons with
a sacred text they knew before moving on to a sacred text they did not,” using
Bible passages to challenge “standard Protestant views of suspended inspiration and a closed canon.” Gutjahr believed that his approach set the standard
for other missions’ “initial conversations with converts” and even influenced
“missionary training guides until the 1960s.”44
This version of the story goes too far and relies too heavily on a single
document—Mr. Durant of Salt Lake City, That ‘Mormon’—which Rich published in 1893, before he became a mission president.45 Mr. Durant narrated
at length (over three hundred pages in some editions) a series of discussions
on matters of faith among a group of people at a guesthouse in Tennessee.
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US mission presidents, ca. October 1908. Back row, left to right: Samuel O. Bennion (Central States
Mission), Ben E. Rich (Southern States Mission), Charles A. Callis (Southern States Mission), German E.
Ellsworth (Northern States Mission). Front row, left to right: Joseph E. Robinson (California Mission), Nephi
Pratt (Northwestern States Mission), Joseph A. McRae (Colorado Mission).

The hero was an affable and articulate Mormon. Though set in the South, the
booklet evidently sprang from experiences on Rich’s first mission in Britain.
Rich’s son recalled that the depression of 1893 dampened sales enough that
Rich sold the copyright to George Q. Cannon & Sons, eliminating his stake
in the hundreds of thousands of copies missionaries sold in the succeeding
decades, including the editions his mission published. When Rich visited
Utah in 1906 or 1907, he was burdened by debts. Joseph F. Smith wrote a
check to settle them, apparently assuring Rich that royalties from the work
justified such intervention.46
In 1899, Rich condensed Mr. Durant into A Friendly Discussion on
Religious Subjects, and the thirty-page pamphlet was widely used across the
missions. Both the book and the pamphlet relied on the Bible to build a case
for Mormon claims, which is the basis for Gutjahr’s conclusion. Although it
is true that Rich never published a work that expounded Book of Mormon
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texts to teach “the fullness of the gospel” (see D&C 42:12), it would be a
mistake to infer that Mr. Durant or A Friendly Discussion displaced the Book
of Mormon in the Southern States.47
Rich developed a diverse portfolio of print media to spread the word,
including two mission periodicals, and he responded favorably when other
mission presidents launched efforts to increase distribution of the Book of
Mormon. Events early and late in his service prompted him to advocate its
importance to the work, in the field and in his reports to members at general conference. In fact, even before innovators like James Duffin or German
Ellsworth commenced their service, Ben Rich himself urged greater use of the
Book of Mormon.
The same year he published A Friendly Discussion, Rich described plans
for the Book of Mormon in his mission. An 1899 editorial in the Southern
Star, “Pushing the Book of Mormon,” counseled missionaries to carry a copy
to share in any setting. Rich rebutted charges that elders tried to hide the
book from investigators. Instead, he urged them to “adopt every feasible
means to show the world we want the people to read the Book of Mormon
and the books and literature we publish.”48
In 1903, Rich and his conference presidents agreed that elders should
“specially endeavor to sell as many copies of the Book of Mormon as possible and ought never to be without one for sale.” This rule was printed in
the mission’s handbook in 1906 and remained a standard thereafter. In 1904,
Rich adjusted the prescribed program of scripture study for his missionaries. An article in the Elders’ Journal (his second periodical) observed that
elders already devoted more than an hour daily “to the study of the Bible
alone.” They should continue Bible study but “also . . . devote as much time
as possible” to studying other standard works of the Church. “[We] desire
especially that the Elders shall set apart one hour each day for a close study of
the Book of Mormon,” eventually adding other latter-day scripture to the mix.
Missionaries should “quote from these books as well as the Bible,” specifying
the source to inspire listeners to “read the books for themselves.” Those who
did so would grow in testimony and find themselves “in closer touch with the
comforter.”49
Clearly, Rich taught missionaries to study and share the Book of
Mormon. How did he and his missionaries use it? In March 1899, Rich went
to Atlanta for a conference, where the Atlanta Constitution interviewed him
at length about “Mormonism from a Mormon standpoint.” The Millennial
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Star republished the Constitution’s report of the interview within months,
and later that year the mission published it as a pamphlet. Years later, Rich
preserved the interview, along with A Friendly Discussion and many other
pamphlets, in his two-volume Scrapbook of Mormon Literature.50
A 1904 version of the pamphlet advertised mission literature, including
the Book of Mormon, a “remarkable” book containing a “sacred history of
America’s ancient inhabitants” and the risen Christ’s teachings to them. It
urged readers to proceed “prayerfully, and with a desire to know” its truth,
quoting Moroni 10:4. The interview itself commenced with questions that
elicited Rich’s comments on the book. Asked first about the name of the
Church, Rich gave its proper title and traced the nickname to Mormon, an
ancient American prophet who had assembled records translated by Joseph
Smith. Asked about the “Mormon Bible,” he referred to the King James
Version, explaining that the Book of Mormon was a distinct record of the
Western Hemisphere but that the books “run together and harmonize, being
inspired with the same spirit.”
When asked if additional scripture violated Revelation 22, Rich explained
the passage’s proper application. What need was there for more revelation or
churches? Rich replied that the multiplicity of churches indicated a problem,
and new scripture was the solution. “Something more is needed,” he said, “to
set mankind right on the doctrine of Christ and make the word of God plain
to the common understanding.” Would the Book of Mormon “set these matters right and clear up all that is obscure in the Bible”? Rich affirmed that it
cast valuable “light” on Bible passages and confirmed its witness of the “doctrines, ordinances, gifts and blessings” given to Israel. It was also “very much
plainer” and more “definite” about matters vital to a reader’s “understanding
of Christian truth.” Yet he added that Mormons “do not depend on any book
for the gospel we preach or the order of the church.” Neither book, he said,
was the source of Church doctrine or authority—which came “directly from
heaven” by revelation to prophets.51
About twenty more questions and answers followed; despite his opening
statements, Rich relied on Bible texts to substantiate his points (with one
uncited quotation of the Doctrine and Covenants). On the one hand, Rich
made a forceful case for the purpose and value of the book. On the other
hand, he highlighted modern revelation as the central source of the Church’s
message and authority, and neglected to model how Book of Mormon teachings improved understanding of the issues raised by the reporter, relying on
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Bible passages. Thus, the interview showed both Rich’s possibilities and limits
as a Book of Mormon advocate.
In April 1900, his son Ben L. Rich, a twenty-year-old elder, gave a lecture on the Book of Mormon to the Ohio Liberal Society in Cincinnati.
Subsequently published in the Elders’ Journal, his presentation probably
derived in part from James E. Talmage’s 1899 pamphlet, The Book of Mormon:
An Account of Its Origin, with Evidences of Its Genuineness and Authenticity.
Elder Rich did little to exposit the contents of the book, hewing closer to its
origin, significance, and plausibility. He concluded by praising the “simple,
logical and harmonious” structure of the book and giving witness that “the
spirit which permeates its pages feeds the soul. To read it is to be a better
man, to feel purer and happier.” The book itself, he thought, served as “an
argument able to satisfy its claims in its evidence of prophesy [sic] and consistency.” “Is it not reasonable?” he asked. “Does it not deserve careful and
serious investigation?”52
Ben L. Rich recalled that some were not receptive to his message. When
he concluded, several people challenged his assertions or raised skeptical
questions or critiques. At that point his father, who had sat anonymous in
the hall, asked permission to address the assembly. President Rich took the
stand and rebutted the critics at some length. Only when he concluded did
he reveal his identity, to the surprise of the moderator. We can only guess how
he used the Book of Mormon in his extemporaneous remarks.53
Years later, near the end of his life, Rich engaged Rev. A. A. Bunner in a
public debate in New York. For five nights, they made their case to affirm or
contest the proposition that no prophets had been called since Christ and
that the Bible “is sufficient to guide men and women to salvation from sin.”
Bunner was first to treat the Book of Mormon, making a few critical comments on the second night. Not till night three did Rich address it, saying
he prized the book for showing God’s justice in sending Christ to another
“half ” of the world to teach them the way to be saved. On night four, Bunner
(somewhat cleverly) argued that the proposition was sustained, since Rich
had used only Bible texts to make his points about the way to salvation.
Did Rich recognize that his opponent had found a flaw in his tactics? He
didn’t say. Instead, he pointed out the Church’s efforts to share the Book of
Mormon worldwide as a record of the “everlasting Gospel” and a companion to the Bible. US missions had recently printed one hundred thousand
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English copies (for the second time). “What do we do with it if we do not use
it?” Rich asked in exasperation. “Do we use it for kindling wood?”54
Rich’s remarks at general conference in Salt Lake City indicate substantial efforts to disseminate the book, even as they raise new questions. In April
1902, he estimated that his missionaries had distributed some 7,000 copies
of the Book of Mormon during the past four years. (In that time they had
shared 70,000 copies of Parley Pratt’s A Voice of Warning and 55,000 copies of
Mr. Durant.)55 Six years later, Rich reviewed a decade’s labor in the Southern
States at general conference. He began by reporting that some 25,000 copies
of the Book of Mormon had been “distributed among the people” during
his tenure. Missionaries had also sold 150,000 copies of Mr. Durant, “a work
upon the principles of the Gospel,” and a similar number of copies of Voice of
Warning.56
After October 1903, the Southern States Mission published statistical
reports in its magazine (acknowledging that “perhaps the greatest good often
cannot be recorded on earthly paper”). The reports relied on a form in use for
some years. Columns tracked numerous aspects of missionary work, such as
visits, gospel conversations, and appointed meetings, as well as the dissemination of various print media. Separate columns tallied tracts, subscriptions,
book sales, Book of Mormon sales, and “books otherwise distributed.”57
Book of Mormon sales varied widely across conferences and months and
trailed other sales. In October 1903, for instance, 194 missionaries reported
selling 60 copies of the scripture, but over 1,200 books. They “otherwise distributed” 864 books, leaving researchers to guess how many of those included
loans or free gifts of the Book of Mormon. In October 1904 the ratios were
similar: 177 missionaries sold 1,104 books that month but only 77 copies of
the Book of Mormon; they “otherwise” shared 745 unspecified books. On
more than one occasion, individual conferences reported zero sales of the
book for a two-week period, and there is no clear pattern over time or across
conferences, except for the high ratio of general book sales to scripture. Did
these numbers and ratios match the aims Rich had stated previously?58
In the summer of 1906, the Elders’ Journal summarized eight years of
work under Rich in figures. Missionaries had distributed 15,000 copies of
the Book of Mormon, 40,000 copies of Cowley’s Talks on Doctrine, a similar
number of hymnbooks, tens of thousands of copies of works by both Pratt
brothers, and 120,000 copies of Mr. Durant, plus some 3,000,000 tracts. The
mission itself published almost all literature except for the Book of Mormon.
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Elders’ Journal boasted nearly 5,000 subscribers, including most Mormon
households in the South, missionaries in every mission worldwide, and a “vast
number of friends.” Stokes estimated about 5,000 baptisms over eight years. 59
When the mission magazine reported tallies for all of 1905 and 1906, it
showed that the Book of Mormon lagged far behind other books in sales: 728
in 1905 (versus 11,977 others) and 749 in 1906 (versus 15,281 others). If those
two years were typical, missionaries could not have sold some 25,000 copies
of Nephite scripture in the decade up to 1908. But Rich had not claimed
that many sales at conference; he used the word “distributed.” In 1905, over
12,000 books had been “otherwise distributed.” Did copies of the Book of
Mormon compose some share of that total? If one-third of the 25,000 copies he mentioned in 1908 were sold, could the balance have been “otherwise
distributed”? I conclude that he knew or guessed that missionaries shared the
book in other ways. Contemporary reports are unavailable, but missionaries
before and after loaned the book, selling it to readers who showed sufficient
interest. Missionaries might well prefer loaning books to selling them or giving them away if a loan promised future contact.60
Questions linger about how his missionaries distributed the book, but
it is clear that Rich continued to advocate its value as an instrument of personal testimony and spiritual growth. At general conference in April 1906,
he told of a friend who questioned why God did not speak more often to his
people. He asked if the man had read the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and
Covenants, or Pearl of Great Price. When the friend said he had not, Rich
replied, “If I was the Almighty I would not say another word to you until you
made yourself acquainted with what I had already said.” In 1909 he affirmed
that a testimony came by living gospel principles and by studying prayerfully
the Book of Mormon.61
In April 1910, having presided over the Eastern States Mission for eighteen months, Rich again assessed the book’s place in his service. He quoted
three hymns of the Restoration—two of which invoked Cumorah—and
asked the Saints to consider their significance. “I wonder if we fully appreciate the responsibility that rests upon us,” he asked, “when we sing these hymns,
and when our eyes rest upon this record, the Book of Mormon, which contains the fulness of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.” Having been “warned,” they
were responsible to “warn their neighbors.” He said that “every individual
should have an ambition to do something towards the spread of the information contained in this book, to [those] . . . in ignorance of the precious
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truths contained within [its] lids.” Rich then reviewed what had been done in
the Southern States and said he looked forward to “even greater” efforts and
results in his current assignment.62
That year, Liahona, the Elders’ Journal published some statistical reports
from its sponsoring missions. German Ellsworth’s Northern States missionaries reported selling 8,127 copies of the Book of Mormon; Charles Callis’s
Southern States Mission reported 3,528 such sales. When it came to Rich’s
Eastern States Mission, no such column existed. Instead, his chart reported
3,357 “standard church works distributed.” The Central States Mission
reported similarly: 4,947 “standard Church works dist[ributed].” All these
reports suggest substantial emphasis upon the Book of Mormon, but some
ambiguity persists about the scale and methods of distribution.63
Ripples across the Missions, and the Response from Church
Headquarters

We are fortunate to have the words of mission presidents (and other s econd-tier
Church leaders) in the conference reports of the era. James Duffin discussed
his plans for the Book of Mormon there in 1902 and concluded his service in
1906 by stating that only 200 books remained of 11,500 published during his
tenure. His early words and deeds had set a precedent, and Ellsworth’s reports
elicited occasional comment when other mission leaders spoke at conference.
Some of Rich’s remarks probably emerged in response to Ellsworth’s energetic exposition. Here we briefly note what other mission presidents—and
the First Presidency—said about their endeavors.64
In April 1907, Joseph McRae of the Western States Mission asked God
to bless Ellsworth for the results of his visit to Chicago. He had been taken
aback when Ellsworth asked that he purchase 1,500 copies of the book for his
mission. He sent some on to Joseph Robinson in California and stored the
rest. But soon “an inspiration came” to him: he sent six copies to each elder.
When some asked what to do with them, he told them to decide but promised that six more would arrive soon. In the next four months they sold more
copies (800) than they had in the previous two years. McRae wondered if the
Saints understood the significance of the book and the “obligations” they had
to distribute it. He had asked his missionary force to sell 5,000 copies of the
book that year. “We do not feel like book agents,” he concluded, but messengers “filled with the power of the Lord” and “responsible to God” to deliver
the book as “a message this generation.”65
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In October 1907, John McQuarrie of the Eastern States Mission said
that “the wave of interest” manifest among people in McRae’s and Ellsworth’s
missions had yet to wash over his area. But he reported “marked improvement” in distributing the Book of Mormon, “this new witness for God that
has come forth in this day . . . to be joined with the stick of Judah.” Joseph
Robinson of California complained that the promise of eternal rewards was
not enough to persuade most people in his field to read a book—“California
is a good enough heaven for them.” But some elders had made strides in distributing the Book of Mormon, striving to “emulate the example of our more
successful brethren” eastward. Nephi Pratt of the Northwestern States told
of a woman who initially shrank from Mormonism’s reputation but took the
book and found herself “all lit up” by its study, weeping with a friend as she
read 3 Nephi. Such stories were “rare,” he said, but showed “the work of the
elders and the influence of the Book of Mormon.” Six months later, Pratt
noted Ellsworth’s move toward “better systematized” methods. He shared no
statistics but attested, “There are more men reading the Book of Mormon in
our field than ever before.”66
In the closing session of conference in October 1908, President Anthon H.
Lund took note of the massive “latest edition” contracted in Chicago. He
praised efforts to put the book in every home, reminding listeners that the
1830 edition predated any tracts and persuaded “strong men” to “accept the
truth.” “There was a time,” he said, “when we thought” to introduce the message with “argumentative works,” but the book itself had “convincing power.”
He hoped it would reach the homes of all people so that they could read its
principles and make an informed choice.67
Lund’s remarks presaged further comment from the First Presidency in a
year-end letter to the Church. They commended missionaries for sharing so
many copies of the Book of Mormon and prayed the effort would continue,
for the book had awakened “lively interest” in the Church’s message. Its “general use” among the missions “as a means of spreading . . . the gospel and . . .
converting men” was “certain to be followed with gratifying results.” “This
use of the Book of Mormon,” they observed, “is merely a return to conditions
that prevailed in the early days of the Church,” when “some of the first and
staunchest members were converted” as they read it.68
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Mission (headquarters)

President, Tenure, Age at Call
(italics: serving in mission when called to preside)

Eastern States (Brooklyn)

Edward H. Snow, 1900–1901, 35
John G. McQuarrie, 1901–1908, 32
Benjamin E. Rich, 1908–1913, 53
Walter P. Monson, 1913–1919, 38

Northern States (Chicago)

Louis A. Kelsch, 1896–1901, 40
Walter C. Lyman, 1901–1902, 38
Asahel Woodruff, 1902–1904, 39
German E. Ellsworth, 1904–1919, 32

Southern States (Chattanooga)71

Benjamin E. Rich, 1898–1908, 43
Charles A. Callis, 1908–1933, 43

Central States* (Kansas City,
Independence)

James G. Duffin, 1900–1906, 40
Samuel O. Bennion, 1906–1933, 32

Western States** (Denver)

John W. Taylor, 1896–1901, 38
Joseph A. McRae, 1901–1908, 36
John L. Herrick, 1908–1919, 40

Northwestern States (Portland)

Franklin S. Bramwell, 1898–1902, 38
Nephi Pratt, 1902–1909, 56
Melvin J. Ballard, 1909–1919, 36

California (San Francisco, Los Angeles)

Ephraim H. Nye, 1896–1901, 51
Joseph E. Robinson, 1901–1919, 34

Table 1: Turn-of-the-Century Missions and Leadership in the US and Canada
*Southwestern States till 1904 ** Colorado till 1907
Based on information in Andrew Jenson, LDS Biographical Encyclopedia, vols. 1–4 (Salt Lake City: Andrew
Jenson History Company, 1901–1936). See also Early Mormon Missionaries database, https://history.lds.org/
missionary/?lang=eng.

Conclusion

At a time when all of the United States and Canada fit into seven missions, it
should not be surprising that energetic efforts by a few should ripple across a
continent. Nor would such efforts elude the attention of presiding councils.
In the opening decade of the twentieth century, innovations in Kansas City
and Chicago elicited support from other mission presidents and from members of the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve. Such developments
tend to refute the assertion that this time of transition saw receding use of the
Book of Mormon.
In a time of relative scarcity and substantial controversy over “Mormonism,”
leaders like James G. Duffin and German E. Ellsworth chose to present “the
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thing itself ” to guarded readers to testify of a living God. They found printers
who could produce the book in volume at reduced expense, easing missionaries’ ability to buy and sell the book. They also found colleagues willing to
collaborate on extensive publication efforts, including a continental mission
periodical inspired by Book of Mormon imagery.
Like Duffin and Ellsworth, leaders like Ben E. Rich, Joseph A. McRae,
and Samuel O. Bennion trusted that the spirit of the book would cut its
own way into the hearts of willing seekers. None surpassed Ellsworth’s devotion to sharing the Book of Mormon’s witness of Christ, but these and other
men and women cooperated to raise the scripture’s national profile. As they
did so, they advanced a “non-negotiable core” based on Joseph Smith’s first
published revelation. Rather than downplay their faith’s distinctive scripture,
they advocated its use, affirmed its wholesome spirit, and urged attention to
its redemptive message. None seemed to see the book as an obstacle to engaging the world in upright and peaceable conversations.
Perhaps what they did was not so new, and perhaps all found that their
reach exceeded their grasp. But what they did merits remembrance. And as
they left their field of labor, Church leaders prepared a new edition of the
Book of Mormon, designed for closer study and wider discussion, even as
they anticipated centennial celebrations of its discovery, translation, and publication.69 It may be that any era, decade, or year we inspect more closely will
yield inspiring surprises about the “coming forth” of the book. What Elder
Neal A. Maxwell said about the study of its text may also apply to the study of
its use and meaning in Mormon history:
The Book of Mormon will be with us “as long as the earth shall stand.” We need all
that time to explore it, . . . like a vast mansion with gardens, towers, courtyards, and
wings. There are rooms yet to be entered, with flaming fireplaces waiting to warm
us. The rooms glimpsed so far contain further furnishings and rich detail yet to be
savored. . . . Yet we . . . sometimes behave like hurried tourists, scarcely venturing
beyond the entry hall.70
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A

If the vision belonged to Abish, she, along with Lamoni’s wife, would have become one of the few women
reported in the Book of Mormon to have experienced a theophany or have a vision.

bish and her secret conversion to the Lord “on account of a remarkable
vision of her father” “many years” before the conversion of Lamoni’s
household (Alma 19:16–17) emerge at a crucial moment in the Lamanite
conversion narratives (Alma 17–27). In terms of a timeline of events, this
“remarkable vision” stands first in a sequence of visions that result in the
conversion of numerous Lamanites. Moreover, these visions, and the mass
conversions that follow, precipitate seismic events on the landscape of
Lamanite-Nephi history as Mormon recounts it.1 He mentions Abish’s name,
gives a brief biography, and references the “remarkable vision of her father”
amidst his description of the theophanic2 visions seen by King Lamoni,
Lamoni’s wife, and members of their royal court (Alma 19). Mormon later
describes a similar ecstatic3 theophany experienced by Lamoni’s father, king
of all the Lamanites, in his own palace (Alma 22:15–23). These theophanies
all occurred within royal court settings, and the Lamanites who witnessed
these events nearly misinterpreted them with potentially tragic results.
The initial “remarkable vision of her father” received years previously
(Alma 19:16) prepared Abish, a court servant, to play the initial pivotal role
RE · VOL. 19 NO. 1 · 2018 · 59–81
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of gathering the Lamanites to Lamoni’s royal palace to witness the effects
of these visions (Alma 19:16–19). Abish’s actions—running from house to
house, raising the queen from the ground, and so forth—suggest that she had
a correct knowledge of the nature and meaning of the visions experienced by
those in Lamoni’s court. In other words, Abish knew “that it was the power of
God” and that Lamoni and others were, as Ammon phrased it, “sleep[ing] in
God”;4 or, as Mormon put it, “carried away in God.”5
On one hand, Abish’s knowledgeable response could point to her having
witnessed her earthly father having an ecstatic vision—the traditional reading of this event. Indeed, if she had seen her father undergoing an ecstatic
vision on one or more previous occasions, then she would have been familiar
with the type of theophanies experienced in Lamoni’s court and would have
known to remain calm through events similar to those that she had previously
witnessed. Perhaps her own father had been “raised” (cf. Alma 19:29) from a
prone or “prostrate”6 position and had, at that very moment, taught his family the things which he had seen (like Lehi had done in 1 Nephi 8).
On the other hand, her knowledgeable response could indicate that the
much-earlier conversionary vision mentioned in Alma 19:16 constituted her
own vision (i.e., she saw “her father”) rather than a vision which her father
saw.7 Abish’s previous firsthand participation in such visionary experiences—
perhaps even more than once—would plausibly explain her inspired response
to the events at Lamoni’s court. If so, it was her own firsthand knowledge
and awareness of the theophanic nature of these visions that ensured that
they were not misinterpreted by other less-discerning members of Lamoni’s
royal court. In any case, her actions preserved the lives of Ammon, Lamoni,
Lamoni’s wife, and the other servants and handmaids who saw visions of
the Redeemer and angels, thus facilitating the conversion of many more
Lamanites (see Alma 19:24–36).
Building on a previous study,8 I propose that Mormon’s mention of
the “remarkable vision of her father” that converted Abish—whether seen
by Abish herself or her father—serves several narrative functions within
Mormon’s account of the Lamanite conversions (Alma 17–19), especially
the dramatic events of Alma 18–19. First, Mormon preserves a wordplay on
the name Abish that emphasizes the previously lost understanding of Lehi’s
vision of the tree of life; the tree’s meaning—that is, “the love of God” represented in the incarnation of Christ, “the very eternal Father [ʾāb]”9 as “man
[ʾîš)]”—was restored to the Lamanites as had been prophesied.10 Second,
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Mormon sets the aforementioned “remarkable vision” as chronologically first
in a series of theophanies that helped “convert” or “restore” the Lamanites
“to the true faith” (i.e., to the covenant). In other words, the “remarkable
vision” (Abish’s or her father’s) established an important precedent for the
later conversionary visions detailed in Alma 19 and 22 and helps us better
understand the nature and function of revelation in general. Third, Mormon
uses this event to show that the Lamanite restoration came in fulfillment of
the Lord’s earlier covenants and promises to Enos and others (Enos 1:16–18).
Fourth, Mormon emphasizes that Abish fulfilled a unique role. Her instruction—as one born of a father who was, like Enos’s father, Jacob, a just man
(cf. Enos 1:1)—prepared her to become an instrument in “br[inging]” the
Lamanites “to salvation” and “restor[ing them] to a knowledge of their fathers”
(2 Nephi 30:5; cf. 3:12), as had been promised to Enos (Enos 1:15–16). She
helped restore her people to the knowledge that Jesus Christ is “the Eternal
God,”11 “the eternal Father” (1 Nephi 11:21, printer’s manuscript),12 and “the
Father of heaven and earth”13 and, as the “father” of human salvation, would
be “born of a woman” and “go forth” as a “man.”14
The “Remarkable Visions of Her Father[s]”

When Mormon names “one of the Lamanitish women” in Lamoni’s court
as “Abish, she having been converted unto the Lord for many years, on
account of a remarkable vision of her father” (Alma 19:16), he creates or preserves a Hebraistic pun on her name which suggests the meaning “Father is
a man,” ʾāb (“father”) + ʾîš (“man”).15 The immediate context of the mention of “Abish” and “a remarkable vision of her father” takes place during
Lamoni’s exclamation “I have seen my Redeemer; and he shall come forth,
and be born of a woman, and he shall redeem all mankind who believe on
his name” (Alma 19:13). Thus, this wordplay on Abish appears to articulate
or emphasize important theological and Christological ideas consistent with
earlier visions of Lehi and Nephi: “The eternal father” would “condescend”
as “a man” to perform the Atonement and “redeem” the human family (cf.
1 Nephi 11; Mosiah 3:5–10; Mosiah 13–16).
Abish’s Father’s Vision?

Before exploring the broader theological and Christological implications of
the Lamanite theophanies, we should recognize that the genitival construction “vision of her father” (in the phrase “remarkable vision of her father”) is
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formally ambiguous and yields several interpretive possibilities. One can read
the construction as a subjective genitive (Abish’s father’s vision; i.e., Abish’s
father had the vision) or as an objective genitive (e.g., Abish saw her “father”
in vision).16 Readers have often simply assumed that Mormon has reference to
Abish’s unnamed earthly father, who had seen a remarkable vision, which in
turn led to his immediate family’s (including Abish’s) secret conversion to the
Lord. One reason the foregoing has constituted the traditional reading is that
the Book of Mormon text names so few women (six)17 and mentions even
fewer women as the recipients of visions (e.g., Lamoni’s wife, Alma 19:13).
However, one need not default to this interpretation.
Abish’s Own “Remarkable Vision”?

Readers less commonly interpret the phrase “remarkable vision of her father”
as an objective genitive. Read thus, the phrase “her father” would amount to
a description of the contents of Abish’s own “remarkable vision.” Inevitable
questions follow this line of interpretation: Did Abish’s earthly father appear
to her sometime after his own decease? If so, did he bring a personalized message, as in many angelic ministrations? What aspects of this vision “converted”
Abish? If Abish saw a vision of her own earthly father, it would constitute the
only vision of a postmortal parent or ancestor in the Book of Mormon and
thus also a narrative surprise. But this might explain why Mormon distinguished this vision with the adjective “remarkable.” Several narrative details
suggest that Mormon intended to surprise the reader.
If the vision belonged to Abish, she, along with Lamoni’s wife, would
have become one of the few women reported in the Book of Mormon to have
experienced a theophany or have a vision. Nephite writers rarely mention
women or servants by name in the Book of Mormon.18 Mormon’s mention
of Abish’s name should therefore be seen as a point of narratological interest
and emphasis. Mormon never mentions Abish’s father’s name. He never even
mentions Lamoni’s father’s name, even though the latter plays one of the most
important roles in the Book of Alma and his conversion affects the dynamics of the Lamanite-Nephite interrelationship for generations. While the fact
that Abish would be one of only a few women in the Book of Mormon to
have a vision recorded in the text has tended to point many readers toward
the traditional interpretation, it is perhaps just as likely that Mormon uses
that possibility, along with the dramatic mention of Abish’s name, to catch
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the reader’s attention. The few but surprising biographical details Mormon
gives us about Abish extol her and her knowledge of spiritual things.
Since appearances of a postmortal parent would be otherwise unattested
in the Book of Mormon, reading “her father” as the objective genitive of
“vision” raises other surprising interpretive possibilities and questions. Could
Abish’s “father” (ʾāb) here constitute a divine or Christological reference?
If so, the “remarkable” nature of Abish’s vision would consist in her having
seen “the Lamb of God, yea even the eternal father” (1 Nephi 11:21, printer’s
manuscript)19 condescending20 to the earth to be incarnate as a “man,” just
as Lamoni and others saw in Lamoni’s court—the very context in which the
“remarkable vision of her father” is mentioned.
In either case, something of the content of the “remarkable vision”
that “converted”21 Abish, as mentioned in Alma 19:16, is suggested already
in Lamoni’s declaration: “For as sure as thou livest, behold, I have seen my
Redeemer; and he shall come forth, and be born of a woman [i.e., from an ʾiššâ],
and he shall redeem all mankind who believe on his name” (Alma 19:13).
Abish’s—or her father’s—“remarkable vision,” if not the same vision as
Lamoni’s and that of those in Lamoni’s court, must have conveyed similar
truths sufficient to “convert” her to the Lord in the same way that Lamoni,
his wife, his father, their households, and their people are “converted unto
the Lord” (see more on this topic below). One cannot, after all, become “converted [un]to” or “restored to the knowledge” of a deity regarding whom one
has received no instruction.
Lamoni’s use of the phrase “I have seen my Redeemer” deserves additional attention here and may provide a helpful analog to the phrase “a
remarkable vision of her father.” Both phrases describe kinship relationships. The Hebrew term gōʾēl meant not only “redeemer” but a “kinsman
redeemer,” implying kinship with the redeemed.22 “The gōʾēl’s main tasks,”
writes Robert L. Hubbard, “were to restore ownership of alienated clan property through redemption and to free fellow clansmen from poverty-induced
slavery.”23 Yahweh was “the redeemer of Israel.”24 Hubbard continues, “If one
assumes that the picture of Yahweh as gōʾēl reflects Israelite legal customs, the
gōʾēl also was an advocate who stood up for vulnerable family members and
took responsibility for unfortunate relatives.”25 Since “my Redeemer”26 as
used by Lamoni in Alma 19:13 represents a Christological kinship term, it is
possible that “her father” functions in a similar way in Alma 19:16, where we
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have other terminological parallels (“saw”/ “vision,” “woman”/“women,” “his
name”/ “name of the Lord,” “mankind”/-ʾîš [in Abish]).
The Ambiguity of ʾāb (“Father”)

The Hebrew word for “father” that appears to constitute a part of Abish’s name,
ʾāb, is more ambiguous than our English term. Consequently, in the narrative
context of the visions in Lamoni’s court that precipitated the mass Lamanite
conversions, the words “remarkable vision of her father” take on a kind of
double meaning. This phrase recalls or evokes earlier notable visions seen by,
and involving, her distant “father” or ancestor (Hebrew ʾāb) Lehi. Abish’s
“fathers” (ancestors) Laman, Lemuel, and the sons of Ishmael had failed to
understand Lehi’s visions—especially his tree-of-life vision—and had failed
to seek these visions or any revelation for themselves (1 Nephi 15:1–11).
This phrase thus also harks back to the earliest events recorded on the small
plates and to the visions of Lehi27 and Nephi.28 Their visions not only anticipated the Lamanite’s “dwindl[ing] in unbelief ” but became a major basis for
Laman and Lemuel’s resentment.29 This, in turn, gave rise to Lamanite cultural enmity toward the Nephites.30
Thus, again taking ʾāb as a Christological reference, “the remarkable
vision of her father” and the other visions that precipitated the mass Lamanite
conversion—i.e., Lamoni’s vision, Lamoni’s wife’s vision, their servants’
visions, Lamoni’s father’s vision—would share a paramount truth with Lehi
and Nephi’s vision of the tree of life: that the “eternal Father” (1 Nephi 11:21,
printer’s manuscript)—Yahweh—condescended and became as a “man.”31
This truth represents a key part of the “knowledge” to which Nephi, Jacob,
Enos, and many of their contemporaries “labored diligently” to restore to
the Lamanites.32 The Lamanite conception of God as “Great Spirit” lacked
this truth, as did the Zoramite conception of God (Alma 33:14–16). The
Nephites believed in a God that could not only be seen but would be “born
of a woman” and “go forth” as a “man.”33 That belief, as a boundary marker or
“middle wall of partition” between the Lamanites and Nephites was about to
be “broken down” (cf. Ephesians 2:14).
“Desiring,” “Believing,” and “Inquiring” as Prerequisites for
“Knowing” the Lord in a Covenant Sense

Mormon takes care to show that the theophanies experienced by Lamoni and
his wife, servants, and father followed professions of “faith” or “belief ”34 by
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“cry[ing] unto” the Lord or “calling on [the Lord’s] name in faith, believing
that [they would] receive.”35 Thus, the Lamanite conversions conform to the
doctrine of Christ to which Mormon, Nephi, and other writers so often call
attention.36 Divine revelation almost always follows faith. Abish’s own faithfulness becomes evident amidst these theophanies (i.e., running from house
to house, etc.; see Alma 19:17, 28–29). This faith and faithfulness stands in
stark contrast to Nephi’s much earlier description of their ancestors Laman
and Lemuel and their lack of faith to “inquire of the Lord” for knowledge (see
1 Nephi 15:6–11).
Lehi’s first visions, formative events in his becoming a prophet and seer,
began with heartfelt prayer (see 1 Nephi 1:5–6). So too did Nephi’s vision. He
said, “[I had] great desires to know of the mysteries of God, wherefore, I did
cry unto the Lord; and behold he did visit me, and did soften my heart that
I did believe all the words which had been spoken by my father; wherefore,
I did not rebel against him like unto my brothers” (1 Nephi 2:16). Nephi’s
“great desires,” coupled with this first great revelation, paved the way for subsequent revelations as Nephi himself became a prophet and seer. Latter-day
Saints will recognize this pattern in the lives of Abraham (Abraham 1:1–4)
and the Prophet Joseph Smith (see Joseph Smith—History 1:11–20).
Because of their faith, faithful desires, and willingness to inquire
of the Lord in faith, Lehi and Nephi came to know God in the same way
that Abraham came to know him (see especially Abraham 1:1–4), and they
received similar promises regarding their posterity.37 They came to know the
true nature of the divine Redeemer, as well as to “know” him in a covenant
sense.38 Nephi records that Lehi’s dream or vision began with a theophany:
“And it came to pass that I saw a man [i.e., anʾîš], and he was dressed in a white
robe; and he came and stood before me. And it came to pass that he spake
unto me, and bade me follow him” (1 Nephi 8:5–6). Although the “man” that
Lehi sees in vision is not named, this description recalls “One descending out
of the midst of heaven” with “twelve others following him.” Lehi “saw” this
man in one of his first visions (1 Nephi 1:9–10); namely, it was the Lord
himself. This is further supported by Jesus’s insistence, as recorded by Nephi,
that he ( Jesus) is the one to be “followed” in every act (“follow thou me,”
2 Nephi 31:10–13, 16)39 by anyone wishing to enter into and maintain the
covenant of salvation “to the end” (“endure to the end”)40 and thus “know”
him.41
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Nephi greatly abridged his father’s account of his dream/vision
(1 Nephi 8:29–30), perhaps because he planned to supply many of the details
in his subsequent longer account of his own vision (1 Nephi 11–14). The tree
which is a “representation” of the tree of life is, of course, central to Lehi’s
dream/vision and Nephi’s vision. Nephi did not “know” the “condescension
of God” until he knew the “meaning” of the tree of life:
And he [the angelic guide] said unto me: Knowest thou the condescension of God?
And I said unto him: I know that he loveth his children; nevertheless, I do not
know the meaning of all things.
And he said unto me: Behold, the virgin whom thou seest is the mother of God42
after the manner of the flesh.
And it came to pass that I beheld that she was carried away in the Spirit; and
after she had been carried away in the Spirit for the space of a time the angel spake
unto me, saying: Look!
And I looked and beheld the virgin again, bearing a child in her arms.
And the angel said unto me: Behold the Lamb of God, yea, even the Eternal
Father! 43 Knowest thou the meaning of the tree which thy father saw?
And I answered him, saying: Yea, it is the love of God, which sheddeth itself
abroad in the hearts of the children of men; wherefore, it is the most desirable above
all things.
And he spake unto me, saying: Yea, and the most joyous to the soul.
And after he had said these words, he said unto me: Look! And I looked, and I
beheld the Son of God going forth [cf. Isaiah 42:13] among the children of men; and
I saw many fall down at his feet and worship him. (1 Nephi 11:16–24)

One of the most important lessons to be taken from this account is that
Nephi’s “knowledge” of the reality and nature of the Lord came through
personal experience on account of his “desires” (1 Nephi 2:16; 10:17–19).
Nephi’s covenant “knowledge” of Christ and the process of entry into the
covenant that he describes in 2 Nephi 31–32 (the doctrine of Christ) are
intimately connected with the aforementioned revelation: Nephi saw the
divine Redeemer being born then later baptized, and learned what men and
women must do to be born again and thus “speak with the tongue of angels”
(2 Nephi 31:13–14; 32:2–4).
Nephi could scarcely emphasize this point more: he “desired” to “see”
(1 Nephi 10:17; 11:2–3, 10–11) and “saw” the vision of the tree of life that
his father saw (1 Nephi 11–14). He specifically desired to “to know the interpretation thereof ” (11:11)—that is, the meaning of the tree (11:21). That
“interpretation” or “meaning” was the “love of God”44 manifest in the incarnation of “the Lamb of God, yea, even the Eternal Father,” which Nephi, and
evidently Lehi (1 Nephi 10:2–11), also saw. In other words, Lehi and Nephi’s
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tree-of-life visions, at their core, constituted visions of Christ, the divine ʾāb
(“Father”), “going forth” as a man (ʾîš) among the children of men, atoning
for their sins, and redeeming them (1 Nephi 11:21–24, printer’s manuscript).
That vision and the resultant knowledge could have—and should
have—belonged to Laman and Lemuel and their posterity, but they, for
many generations afterward, “would not come” to the tree life—the tree
of the knowledge of God. The course that Laman and Lemuel charted
for their posterity through their unwillingness to seek revelation and the
knowledge of God only changed when their descendants’ “desires” changed
(Alma 18:10–21; 19:33).
The Cause of the Great Lamanite Apostasy: Refusal to “Inquire of
the Lord”

Laman and Lemuel had at least one vision—a vision of an angel of the Lord
who spoke directly to them (1 Nephi 1:29–30), an event to which Nephi
appealed when exhorting his brothers to faithfulness and reminding them of
their duty to God (1 Nephi 7:10; 17:45). They had “heard” the voice of the
Lord “from time to time” and even heard him speaking in “the voice of thunder” (1 Nephi 17:45). However, none of these revelatory experiences came to
Laman and Lemuel, on account of their unfaithfulness. They lacked both the
necessary faith and desire.
Nephi emphasizes that his brothers Laman and Lemuel refused to
“inquire” or “ask” of the Lord for their own revelation regarding their father’s
“remarkable” vision (1 Nephi 15:1–11). They “ask[ed] not, neither [did they]
knock”; therefore, “[they were] not brought into the light” (2 Nephi 32:4).
Nephi’s clear implication is that they might have otherwise enjoyed this
privilege (“If ye will not harden your hearts, and ask me in faith, believing
that ye shall receive, with diligence in keeping my commandments, surely
these things shall be made known unto you,” 1 Nephi 15:11; cf. Psalm 95:7–
11). This event, one of several that contrast Laman’s and Lemuel’s lack of
faith and faithfulness with Nephi’s faith,45 portends the later issue of
Lamanite “unbelief ” (cf. the Hebrew expression lōʾ-ʾēmun [lʾ-ʾmn] “no faith”
[Deuteronomy 32:20], which may have become the basis of a pejorative
Nephite pun on “Lamanites” as those who dwindle in “unbelief ”—i.e., the
“unfaithful,” see especially 1 Nephi 12:22–23).46
Nephi records that Lehi saw in his dream that Laman and Lemuel “would
not come unto [him] and partake of the fruit” (1 Nephi 8:18)—that is, “they

Abish, Theophanies, and the First Lamanite Restoration

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 19 NO. 1 · 2018

did not want to come”47 and partake of the blessings of Christ’s incarnation
and Atonement. What was true of Laman and Lemuel becomes true of their
posterity as their posterity fail to activate the doctrine of Christ in their lives.
Nephi mentions his and his people’s “labor[ing] diligently to write, to persuade [their] children, and also [their] brethren, to believe in Christ, and to be
reconciled to God” (2 Nephi 25:23). Jacob similarly wrote, “We labor diligently to engraven these words upon plates, hoping that our beloved brethren
and our children will receive them with thankful hearts . . . that they may know
that we knew of Christ, and we had a hope of his glory many hundred years
before his coming” ( Jacob 4:3–4). Toward the end of his life, Jacob reiterates,
“Many means were devised to reclaim and restore the Lamanites to the knowledge of the truth; but it all was vain, for they delighted in wars and bloodshed,
and they had an eternal hatred against us, their brethren. And they sought by
the power of their arms to destroy us continually” ( Jacob 7:24).
A generation or so later, Enos laments, “At the present our strugglings
were vain in restoring them to the true faith. And they swore in their wrath
that, if it were possible, they would destroy our records and us, and also all
the traditions of our fathers” (Enos 1:14). Near the end of his life, he reiterates, “And I bear record that the people of Nephi did seek diligently to
restore the Lamanites unto the true faith in God. But our labors were vain;
their hatred was fixed, and they were led by their evil nature that they became
wild, and ferocious, and a blood-thirsty people, full of idolatry and filthiness”
(Enos 1:20). Zeniff, evidently familiar with these descriptions on the small
plates,48 reports that this same situation existed over four hundred years after
Lehi left Jerusalem: “And thus they have taught their children that they should
hate them, and that they should murder them, and that they should rob and
plunder them, and do all they could to destroy them; therefore they have
an eternal hatred towards the children of Nephi” (Mosiah 10:17). In other
words, the Lamanites “would not come unto [the Nephites] and partake of
the fruit” of the tree of life, just as Laman and Lemuel did not want to come
unto Lehi and partake of the fruit (1 Nephi 8:18). As Moroni states, “If there
be no faith among the children of men God can do no miracle among them;
wherefore, he showed not himself until after their faith” (Ether 12:12). Both
Ammon and Abish played critical roles in establishing the requisite faith
among the Lamanites.
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The “joy” experienced by Lamoni is subsequently experienced by his wife. Ammon commends her faith:
“Blessed art thou because of thy exceeding faith; I say unto thee, woman, there has not been such great
faith among all the people of the Nephites.”

“Such Great Joy”: The Lamanite Restoration

Lamanite “unbelief ” dramatically changes to “belief ” with the Lamanite
visions of Alma 18–19 and 22, Abish’s or her father’s “remarkable vision”
being the first. In Nephi’s report of Lehi’s vision, Lehi states that he “beheld a
tree, whose fruit was desirable to make one happy” (1 Nephi 8:10). Moreover,
Lehi says that when he came forth and partook of the fruit, he “beheld that
it was most sweet, above all that [he] ever before tasted” (1 Nephi 8:11) and
that “it filled [his] soul with exceedingly great joy” (1 Nephi 8:12). When
Mormon describes Lamoni’s vision, he uses images that recall Lehi’s (and
Nephi’s) vision of the tree of life, especially the joy of the vision:
Now, this was what Ammon desired, for he knew that king Lamoni was under the
power of God; he knew that the dark veil of unbelief was being cast away from his
mind, and the light which did light up his mind, which was the light of the glory
of God, which was a marvelous light of his goodness—yea, this light had infused such
joy into his soul, the cloud of darkness having been dispelled, and that the light of
everlasting life was lit up in his soul, yea, he knew that this had overcome his natural
frame, and he was carried away in God. (Alma 19:6; cf. 2 Nephi 32:4)
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Just as his “father” (ancestor) Lehi had journeyed in darkness before
seeing the tree of life and just as the Nephites and Lamanites later endured
“mist[s] of darkness” before experiencing the resurrected Jesus in the flesh,
Lamoni emerges from the “dark veil of unbelief ” into the glorious light of
God and experiences the “marvelous light of his goodness,” which matches a
pattern that Daniel Belnap has identified in his comparison of Lehi’s dream
and Nephi’s vision.49 Here, the “light of the glory of God” and “marvelous
light of his goodness” correspond to Lehi’s seeing the tree of life and Nephi’s
seeing the tree and the incarnation of Jesus. This is confirmed subsequently
in the narrative when Lamoni himself describes the “joy” that he felt on seeing the incarnation of the Redeemer in language that recalls Nephi’s vision
recorded in 1 Nephi 11: “For as sure as thou livest, behold, I have seen my
Redeemer; and he shall come forth, and be born of a woman, and he shall redeem
all mankind who believe on his name. Now, when he had said these words, his
heart was swollen within him, and he sunk again with joy; and the queen
also sunk down, being overpowered by the Spirit” (Alma 19:13; cf. especially
1 Nephi 11:20–24). The “joy” experienced by Lamoni is subsequently experienced by his wife, who has her own vision of Jesus that recalls details of Lehi’s
and Nephi’s vision of the tree of life.
Nephi’s angelic guide had asked him, “Believest thou that thy father saw
the tree of which he hath spoken?” (1 Nephi 11:4), and Nephi responded
in faith: “Yea, thou knowest that I believe all the words of my Father
(1 Nephi 11:5). The angel commends Nephi’s faith: “Blessed art thou, Nephi,
because thou believest in the Son of the most high God; wherefore, thou shalt
behold the things which thou hast desired” (1 Nephi 11:6). Like Nephi’s
angelic guide, Ammon acts as a kind of mystagogue,50 psychopomp,51 or “angelic”
docent52 for Lamoni and his wife (cf. Alma 27:4). In Alma 18:24, 26, and 28,
Ammon asks Lamoni three “believest thou” questions, and Lamoni affirms, “I
believe all these things which thou hast spoken” (Alma 18:33).
When Ammon teaches Lamoni’s wife that Lamoni “sleepeth in God”
(cf. Lehi’s “dream”), he asks her, “Believest thou this?” To which she responds,
“I believe that it shall be according as thou hast said” (Alma 19:9). Just as
Nephi’s angelic guide commends Nephi’s faith, Ammon commends Lamoni’s
wife’s faith: “Blessed art thou because of thy exceeding faith; I say unto thee,
woman, there has not been such great faith among all the people of the Nephites”
(19:10). Just as Lehi’s faithful prayer and Nephi’s “believing” testimony were
met with a vision of the tree of life, Lamoni and his wife, after professing their
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“belief ” or “faith,” see visions of the Redeemer’s incarnation—the meaning
of the tree of life. They “ask” and “knock” and thus “are . . . brought into
the light” (2 Nephi 32:4); “wherefore, he showed . . . himself [to them] after
their faith” (Ether 12:12). Their faith activated the doctrine of Christ and the
Atonement of Jesus Christ in their lives.
Here, as with Lamoni, Mormon emphasizes the “joy” that “filled”
Lamoni’s wife as though she had partaken of the fruit of the tree of life:
And it came to pass that she [Abish] went and took the queen by the hand, that perhaps she might raise her from the ground; and as soon as she touched her hand she
arose and stood upon her feet, and cried with a loud voice, saying: O blessed Jesus,
who has saved me from an awful hell! O blessed God, have mercy on this people!
And when she had said this, she clasped her hands, being filled with joy, speaking many words which were not understood; and when she had done this, she
took the king, Lamoni, by the hand, and behold he arose and stood upon his feet.
(Alma 19:29–30)

Lamoni’s wife sees a vision which apparently reveals the same “knowledge”
the dream-vision(s) of the tree of life revealed to Lehi and Nephi. Language
connected with Lehi’s and Nephi’s vision is again evident. The expression
“awful hell” is used previously53 only by Nephi (1 Nephi 15:29, 35) in connection with his vision of the tree of life, identifying the river of filthy water (also
identified as an “awful gulf,” 15:28). The Lamanite queen seems to have some
of the same things that Lehi and Nephi saw, perhaps including the tree of life.
Like Lehi, Nephi, and her husband, Lamoni, her vision “filled” her “with joy.”
She too had tasted of the “love of god,” which Nephi learned from his angelic
guide was “most joyous to the soul” (1 Nephi 11:23). Mormon emphasizes
that these theophanic, tree-of-life-like visions were not limited to Lamoni
and his wife, but “many did declare unto the people that they had seen angels
and had conversed with them; and thus they had told them things of God, and
of his righteousness” (Alma 19:34)—i.e., they received covenant “knowledge.”
Mormon recalls this scene again in Alma 22, when Aaron teaches
Lamoni’s father. This time Aaron is the mystagogue. Aaron asks him two
“believest thou” questions (Alma 22:7, 10), to which the king responds with
a profession of faith: “Behold, I will believe” (22:7) and “I will believe thy
words” (22:11). Aaron, seeing the king’s faith, teaches him from the contents
of the brass plates and the small plates (22:12–24), just as Ammon had taught
Lamoni. The king then asks to have “eternal life” and to be “filled with joy”—
Aaron had read to him the account of Lehi’s and Nephi’s vision of the tree of
life:
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And it came to pass that after Aaron had expounded these things unto him, the king
said: What shall I do that I may have this eternal life of which thou hast spoken? Yea,
what shall I do that I may be born of God, having this wicked spirit rooted out of
my breast, and receive his Spirit, that I may be filled with joy, that I may not be cast
off at the last day? Behold, said he, I will give up all that I possess, yea, I will forsake
my kingdom, that I may receive this great joy. (Alma 22:15)

Lamoni, Lamoni’s wife, Lamoni’s father, and their servants no longer
embraced the attitudes, traditions, unbelief, and hardheartedness of Laman
and Lemuel, who were unwilling to come to their father, Lehi, who beckoned
them to come to the tree of life. They were now the very faithful that Lehi saw
and to which Mormon alludes when he states, “[They] were converted unto
the Lord [and] never did fall away” (Alma 23:6). These Lamanites “came
forth and fell down and partook of the fruit of the tree” (1 Nephi 8:30) as
their posterity would later (3 Nephi 11:12–19; 17:9–10).54
These descendants of Laman and Lemuel, unlike their forefathers, were
willing to come unto their ancestor (ʾāb) Lehi, who still stood at the tree
of life, beckoning, so to speak. Thus, they received the great joy described
in Father Lehi’s tree-of-life vision—knowing that the divine Redeemer, the
Eternal Father of heaven and earth, would come and redeem them from their
sins, the vision that Laman and Lemuel had refused. The doctrine of Christ
became activated in their lives. And so the faith of their father, Lehi—rather
than the unbelief of their fathers Laman, Lemuel, and the sons of Ishmael—
became the faith of these Lamanites.
“The Spirit of the Lord Poured Out According to His Prayers”

In his dualistic prophecy55 about the future restoration of Israel, Joel declares
twice for emphasis that the Lord would “pour out [his] spirit upon all flesh”
( Joel 2:28–32 [Masoretic Text 3:1–5]). For his part, Mormon also invokes
language similar to Joel’s collocation.56 In Alma 19, he uses the expression
twice for emphasis:
Now Ammon seeing the Spirit of the Lord poured out according to his prayers upon
the Lamanites, his brethren, who had been the cause of so much mourning among
the Nephites, or among all the people of God because of their iniquities and their
traditions, he fell upon his knees, and began to pour out his soul in prayer and
thanksgiving to God for what he had done for his brethren; and he was also overpowered with joy; and thus they all three had sunk to the earth. (Alma 19:14)
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And thus the work of the Lord did commence among the Lamanites; thus the Lord
did begin to pour out his Spirit upon them; and we see that his arm is extended to all
people who will repent and believe on his name. (Alma 19:36)

Not only did Lamoni, his wife, Ammon, and many other members of
Lamoni’s household see visions, but Lamoni’s wife speaks “many words which
were not understood” (Alma 19:30), or perhaps “with the tongue of angels”
(2 Nephi 31:13–14; 32:2; 1 Corinthians 13:1). Mormon’s point here is that
the “gifts of the Spirit”—gifts that are lost during apostasy57—had returned
to the Lamanites for the first time since the Nephites had departed from
the Lamanites (see 2 Nephi 5). They “received the baptism of fire and of the
Holy Ghost” (2 Nephi 31:14). Mormon will would describe a second great
Lamanite restoration in similar terms (see Helaman 6:36), one preceded by
faith and a subsequent vision. Those Lamanites were “baptized with fire and
with the Holy Ghost” (see 3 Nephi 9:20; Ether 12:14).
A Covenant Fulfilled: The Literary Reminiscence of Enos’s Prayer for
the Lamanites

This harvest did not come without great effort on the part of Ammon and his
brethren. Faith and faithfulness truly preceded the miracle (Alma 18:2, 10;
Ether 12:15). In Alma 8:10, Mormon reports that Alma, ministering simultaneously among the Nephites, “labored much in the spirit, wrestling with God
in mighty prayer, that he would pour out his Spirit upon the people who were
in the city; that he would also grant that he might baptize them unto repentance.” The word wrestling recalls Enos’s “wrestle . . . before God,” described
in Enos 1:2–6, which is itself filled with intricate allusions to Genesis 32 and
Jacob’s “wrestling” with a “man” or “divine being.” The expression “pour out
his spirit” points forward to or anticipates what will happen in the subsequent chapters of the book of Alma: the pouring out of God’s Spirit (Alma
16:16; see below).
Before Ammon and Alma, Enos’s personal writings suggest that he, perhaps more than anyone else, not only “wrestled” before God but “struggled”
and “pour[ed] out his spirit” in prayer that the Lamanites might be “restored”
to a knowledge of the truth (Enos 1:11–16; cf. 1:20). As noted elsewhere,58
Enos begins his account with these words: “Behold, it came to pass that I,
Enos [ʾĕnôš], knowing my father [ʾābî] that he was a just man [ʾîš /ʾĕnôš]59—
for he taught me in his language, and also in the nurture and admonition of
the Lord—and blessed be the name of my God for it—And I will tell you of
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the wrestle which I had before God, before I received a remission of my sins”
(Enos 1:1–2).
Enos models his own self-introduction on Nephi’s self-introduction
(1 Nephi 1:1), including imitating Nephi’s use of wordplay.60 Moreover, Enos
alludes to the story of Jacob wrestling at Peniel in Genesis 32,61 which is itself
a pun on the name of his father, Jacob, i.e., yaʿăqōb–yēʾābēq.62 Enos (ʾĕnôš)
sees the patriarchal Jacob’s wrestling “a man” (ʾîš) as the template for his wrestle with his own sinful nature (the carnal man) that will allow him to become
a “just man” like his own father, Jacob, and like the patriarchal Jacob, who
became Israel (yiśrāʾēl): the one who “struggled [śārîtā, KJV ‘had power’]
with God and with men [ʾănāšîm, the usual plural of both ʾîš and ʾĕnôš], and
hast prevailed” (Genesis 32:28).
Although embedded in Mormon’s narrative as a short biographical
notice, the wordplay on Abish as “one of the Lamanitish women [cf. Heb.
nāšîm]” who was “converted unto the Lord on account of a remarkable vision
of her father [cf. ʾābîhã]” fits a pattern of autobiographical wordplay63 and
biographical wordplay64 embedded in Mormon’s narrative abridgment. It particularly echoes the language of Enos 1:1. The faith of Enos’s father—Jacob,
who as a “just man” taught Enos (“man”) appropriately—only became Enos’s
faith after his “wrestle before God.” Abish’s father’s faith, whether during his
mortal life or afterward, became her faith. Lehi’s faith had become Abish’s
faith. The “remarkable vision of [Abish’s] father” came in fulfillment of the
Lord’s covenant to Enos and his “fathers” (Enos 1:17–18).
Restored: “Converted unto the Lord”

Enos stated that he and other Nephites’ efforts were “vain in restoring
them to the true faith” (1:14) and reiterated that they “s[ought] diligently
to restore the Lamanites unto the true faith in God” (1:20). Alma testified
that the meaning of a word rendered “restore” means to “bring back again”
(Alma 41:13). The reduplicated and causative stems of the Hebrew verb šûb
(“turn,” “turn back,” or “return”)65 can denote not only “restore”66 or “bring
back” (suggesting wordplay in Alma 41:13) but also “convert.”67 Thus, the
“restoration” of the Lamanites to “the true faith in God” meant their being
“brought back again” and “converted unto the Lord.” The further possibility
exists that the term “convert” (cf. Hebrew hāšîb/yāšîb < šûb)68 intentionally
adds to the wordplay on “Abish.” A metathesis of the consonants in Abish’s
name yields the Hebrew verb form ʾāšîb and thus creates the interpretive pun
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“I will restore,” “I will bring back,” “I will return,” or “I will convert (others).”69
Might Mormon have had this in mind with his repetitious use of the phrase
“converted unto the Lord” throughout these narratives?
Indeed, the first attestation of the phrase “converted [un]to the Lord”
occurs in Alma 19:16–17, which is appropriate since Abish’s or her father’s
vision and her conversion occur years before any of the other Lamanites’. In
fact, she is the first Lamanite convert that Mormon or his sources tell us
about. This constitutes a major narrative point: Mormon wishes us to see that
Abish was the first Lamanite convert in that pivotal generation. Perhaps for
this reason, too, he felt compelled to mention Abish by name, whereas other
prominent men and women (including kings and queens) and other prominent servants go unnamed, as noted above. 70
The phrase “converted unto the Lord” next occurs in Alma 22:23, which
informs us that King Lamoni’s father’s personal ministrations following his
own remarkable vision led to many conversions: “And the king stood forth,
and began to minister unto them. And he did minister unto them, insomuch
that his whole household were converted unto the Lord” (Alma 22:23).
The phrase “converted unto the Lord” occurs frequently in Alma 23, where
Mormon provides a catalogue of the Lamanites that were converted and the
cities and lands in which they were (and were not) converted (see especially
Alma 23:3, 6, 8, 13).
In Alma 24:6, Mormon describes the character and devotion of the truly
converted—what it means to be converted in the deepest sense: “Now there
was not one soul among all the people who had been converted unto the Lord
that would take up arms against their brethren; nay, they would not even
make any preparations for war; yea, and also their king commanded them
that they should not.” For Mormon, to be “converted unto the Lord” was
not an empty rhetorical platitude.71 The doctrine of Christ had full sway in
these Lamanites’ lives. They embodied true conversion (see Alma 27:27–30).
Mormon uses the phrase “converted unto the Lord” in Alma 53:10 to recall
these events, and subsequent uses of this phrase evoke memories of Abish’s
and subsequent Lamanites’ conversions.72
Conclusion

The sole attestation of the name Abish, which as a Hebrew ʾāb name would
have meant “father is a man,” appears in the text of Alma 19 in connection
with the phrase “a remarkable vision of her father,” a phrase that takes on
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several possible meanings. Mormon situates this vision as the first of several
theophanies that result in the conversion of many Lamanites (Alma 19, 22).
The text of Alma 19 emphasizes terms “man” and “woman” and alludes to the
divine Redeemer of being “born of a woman” and “going forth” to redeem
“mankind.” This language and the descriptions of “joy” that the Lamanites
experienced allude directly back to Lehi’s and Nephi’s vision of the tree of life
and of Jesus as “the eternal God” and “the eternal Father” becoming a “man”
in order to perform his redemptive work.
In these narratives, we see the doctrine of Christ activated in the lives
of the Lamanites as they are restored to the “tree” of the knowledge of Jesus
Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of the world, the embodiment of the love
of God. This was the meaning of Lehi’s vision and was “knowledge of [the]
fathers” to which the Lamanites needed to be restored.73 For Mormon, the
name Abish (“father is a man”) served as the sign of the miracle—the “remarkable vision of her father,” the Lamanite “conversions” (cf. ʾāšîb) that she aided,
and an outpouring of revelation.
Mormon records the initial fulfillment74 of Enos’s prayer for the
Lamanites being “brought to salvation” and having the scriptures “restored”
or “brought” to them (see Enos 1:11–18) in Alma 17–28. The result is poignantly captured in words that echo those of Lehi, Nephi, and Enos:
And thousands were brought to the knowledge of the Lord, yea, thousands were
brought to believe in the traditions of the Nephites; and they were taught the
records and prophecies which were handed down even to the present time.
And as sure as the Lord liveth, so sure as many as believed, or as many as were
brought to the knowledge of the truth, through the preaching of Ammon and his
brethren, according to the spirit of revelation and of prophecy, and the power of
God working miracles in them—yea, . . . as the Lord liveth, as many of the Lamanites
as believed in their preaching, and were converted unto the Lord, never did fall away.
(Alma 23:5–6)

Like Lehi “and those that were partaking of the fruit also” but “heeded . . .
not” the “scorn” and mockery coming from the great and spacious building, and unlike those who “heeded” the scorners (1 Nephi 8:33–34), Abish,
Lamoni, and all the “converted” Lamanites “never did fall away.”
Taken together, the Lamanite apostasy prior to Abish’s “remarkable vision
of her father” (Alma 19:16) and the theophanies that followed as described in
Alma 19 and 22 emphatically demonstrate a remarkable truth: “For if there
be no faith [cf. Heb. lōʾ-ʾēmun, Deuteronomy 32:20] among the children of
men God can do no miracle among them; wherefore, he showed not himself
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until after their faith” (Ether 12:12). But when men and women exercise even
“a particle of faith” (Alma 32:27), great miracles inevitably follow.
Notes
1. In the short term, the mass Lamanite conversions precipitated a mass of Lamanite
migrations (Alma 27, 35) and what Mormon describes as “a tremendous battle; yea, even
such an one as never had been known among all the people in the land from the time Lehi
left Jerusalem; yea, and tens thousands of Lamanites were slain and scattered abroad” (Alma
28:2). The people of Ammon retain a formidable narrative presence throughout the rest of
the Book of Alma (Alma 30:1, 19–20; 35:8–11, 13; 43:11–13; 53:10–20; 56:3–58, 40; 62:17,
27, 29) and beyond (see, e.g., Helaman 3:12 and Ether 12:15).
2. Theophany < Greek theophaneia (“manifestation of God”) = theos (“god”) + phaneia
(“manifestation,” “appearance”) < phainein (to “show,” “manifest”).
3. Ecstasy < Greek ekstasis (“[the state of being] displaced,” “standing outside oneself,”
“[being] beside oneself ”) = ek/ex (“out of,” “outside of ”) + stasis (“standing,” i.e. “state”) <
histēmi (“stand”). Compare Paul’s barely veiled description of his own vision of the third
heaven: “I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot
tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the
third heaven. And I knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell:
God knoweth.)” (2 Corinthians 12:2–3). Compare, too, the visions that Jesus’s Lamanite/
Nephite disciples experienced after he was with them: “And behold, the heavens were opened,
and they were caught up into heaven, and saw and heard unspeakable things. And it was
forbidden them that they should utter; neither was it given unto them power that they could
utter the things which they saw and heard; and whether they were in the body or out of the
body, they could not tell; for it did seem unto them like a transfiguration of them, that they
were changed from this body of flesh into an immortal state, that they could behold the
things of God” (3 Nephi 28:13–15). Joseph Smith describes his own vision of the celestial
kingdom similarly: “The heavens were opened upon us, and I beheld the celestial kingdom
of God, and the glory thereof, whether in the body or out I cannot tell” (D&C 137:1). The
theophanies experienced in Lamoni’s court in Alma 19 appear to fit this description, as does
the theophany experienced by Lamoni’s father in Alma 22. The context of events in Alma 19
suggests that “the remarkable vision” in Alma 19:16 was similarly ecstatic.
4. Cf. Ammon’s description of Lamoni and his ecstatic vision: “He sleepeth in God”
(Alma 19:18).
5. Mormon uses the description “carried away in God” in Alma 19:6. Abish’s knowledge
of what was happening in Lamoni’s court was clearly similar to Ammon’s.
6. Cf. Alma 19:17–18; 22:17; 24:21. The term “prostrate” only occurs in the Lamanite
conversion narratives.
7. See Matthew L. Bowen, “Father Is a Man: The Remarkable Mention of the Name
Abish in Alma 19:16 and Its Narrative Context,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture
14 (2015): 55–71.
8. Bowen, “Father Is a Man,” 55–71.
9. Mosiah 15:4, Mosiah 16:15, Alma 11:38–39. See especially the original text of
1 Nephi 11:21 (see further below).
10. 2 Nephi 10:2; 30:5; Alma 37:19; and Helaman 15:11 can be understood as fulfilled
for the first time with the Lamanite restoration during Ammon’s time (see Alma 17–27).
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Additional prophecies anticipated an additional future restoration (e.g., 3 Nephi 5:25;
Mormon 6:36).
11. Book of Mormon, title page; 2 Nephi 26:12.
12. Following Royal Skousen, Analysis of Textual Variants of the Book of Mormon, Part
One: Title Page, Witness Statements, 1 Nephi 1–2 Nephi 10 (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 230–
33. In 1 Nephi 11:18–32, the phrase “the Son of ” is a clarifying gloss. See also Mosiah 15:4;
16:15; Alma 11:38–39.
13. 2 Nephi 25:12; Mosiah 3:8; Mosiah 15:4; Alma 11:39; Helaman 14:12; 16:18.
14. 1 Nephi 11:13–24; Mosiah 3:5; 7:27; 13:34; Alma 7:11 and esp. Alma 19:13, citing
Isaiah 42:13.
15. Bowen, “Father Is a Man,” 55–71. Paul Hoskisson (personal communication with
author, 2002) proposes the meaning “Father is a man” or “My father is a man,” which is
the preferred etymological explanation for “Abish” in the Book of Mormon Onomasticon
Project: https://onoma.lib.byu.edu/index.php/ABISH.
16. Another example of an ambiguous genitival phrase is “the love of God”—i.e.,
“God’s love” (subjective genitive) and “(human) love for God” (objective genitive). The
phrase occurs in the Book of Mormon at 1 Nephi 11:22, 25; 2 Nephi 31:20; Jacob 7:23;
Mosiah 4:12; Alma 13:29; 4 Nephi 1:23.
17. The Book of Mormon names Sariah (four times, 1 Nephi 2:5; 5:1, 6; 8:14), Eve
(thrice, 1 Nephi 5:11, 2 Nephi 2:18–19), Sarah (once, 2 Nephi 8:2), Mary (twice, Mosiah 3:8;
Alma 7:10), Abish (once, Alma 19:16), and Isabel (Alma 39:3).
18. Brant Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Textual Commentary on the Book
of Mormon, vol. 4, Alma (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2007), 303, writes, “The
preservation of her name is even more remarkable . . . not only [because she was] a woman,
but she was a servant. Both factors would virtually guarantee her anonymity. Even the queen
[Lamoni’s wife] is not named.”
19. Skousen, Analysis of Textual Variants, 230–33.
20. 1 Nephi 11:16, 26. Cf. 2 Nephi 4:16; 9:53; Jacob 4:7.
21. Beginning in Alma 19:16, the phrase “converted unto the Lord” becomes a key
phrase both in the Lamanite conversion narratives (Alma 19:16, 31; 22:23; 23:3, 6, 8, 13;
24:6; 8 times) and in the remainder of the Book of Mormon (Alma 53:10, an allusion to the
Lamanite conversion narratives); 3 Nephi 2:12 (also used with reference to the Lamanites);
3 Nephi 7:21; 3 Nephi 28:23 (generically); 4 Nephi 1:2 (used specifically with reference to
the Lamanites and Nephites). See further below.
22. Numbers 5:8; Ruth 3:9, 12–13; 4:1, 3, 6, 8, and 14.
23. Robert L. Hubbard, The Book of Ruth (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans,
1988), 51.
24. Isaiah 49:7 and 1 Nephi 21:7 use the unique title “Redeemer of Israel.” Cf. also
“our Redeemer” (Isaiah 47:4; 63:16; Alma 61:14; Helaman 5:12; D&C 138:36) and “thy
Redeemer” (Isaiah 41:14; 44:24; 48:17 [1 Nephi 20:17]; 49:26 [1 Nephi 21:26]; 60:16; 54:5,
8 [3 Nephi 22:5, 8]; 2 Nephi 2:3; 6:18).
25. Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 51. He cites Genesis 48:16; Exodus 15:13; Job 19:25;
Psalm 119:154; Proverbs 23:10–11; Isaiah 43:1; 44:22–23; 48:20; 52:9; 63:9; Jeremiah 50:34;
and Lamentations 3:58 (cf. Psalm 72:12–14) in support of this thesis.
26. The expression “my redeemer” (gōʾălî) appears twice in the Hebrew Bible. Famously,
Job exclaims, “I know that my redeemer [gōʾălî] liveth” ( Job 19:25), and the Psalmist extols
the Lord as “my strength [rock], and my redeemer [gōʾălî]” (Psalm 19:14). In the Book
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of Mormon, Lamoni’s exclamation “I have seen my Redeemer” finds further antecedents
in Nephi’s assertion regarding Isaiah and himself: “He verily saw my Redeemer, even as I
have seen him” (2 Nephi 11:2; cf. 1 Nephi 11:27; 2 Nephi 31:17) and similar statements by
others (2 Nephi 1:15; 2:3; Enos 1:27).
27. See, e.g., 1 Nephi 1:16; 1 Nephi 2:1–2; 3:2; 1 Nephi 8:2, 36; 10:17; 2 Nephi 1:4;
cf. 1 Nephi 7:1.
28. 1 Nephi 2:16–24; chapters 11–14; 2 Nephi 1:24–27.
29. 1 Nephi 2:11; 16:37–38; 17:22; 2 Nephi 1:24–27.
30. Cf. Lamoni’s father’s initial assertion regarding Nephi that drew on traditional
anti-Nephite polemics: “Behold, he robbed our fathers; and now his children are also come
amongst us that they may, by their cunning and their lyings, deceive us, that they again may
rob us of our property” (Alma 20:13).
31. Cf. Isaiah 42:13; Mosiah 7:27; 13:14; see also Exodus 15:3.
32. 2 Nephi 25:23; Jacob 4:3–7; Enos 1:11–12, 20.
33. See, e.g., Mosiah 7:27; 13:34 in light of Isaiah 53:3 and Mosiah 14:3. Abinadi’s assertion of this became the charge on which King Noah et al. executed Abinadi. See especially
1 Nephi 11:20–24 (original text).
34. Alma 18:23–40; 19:9–10; 22:7–13.
35. See Alma 18:41; 19:15; 22:16–18.
36. See especially Noel B. Reynolds, “The Gospel of Jesus Christ as Taught by the
Nephite Prophets,” BYU Studies 31 (Summer 1991): 31‒50; Reynolds, “The True Points of
My Doctrine,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 5, no. 2 (1996): 26–56; Reynolds, “How
to Come unto Christ,” Ensign, September 1992, 7‒13; Reynolds, “The Gospel According to
Mormon,” Scottish Journal of Theology 68, no. 2 (May 2015): 218‒34; Reynolds, “The Gospel
According to Nephi: An Essay on 2 Nephi 31,” Religious Educator 16, no. 2 (2015): 51‒75.
37. See, e.g., 1 Nephi 15:18; 2 Nephi 29:14; cf. 3 Nephi 20:25–27; Mormon 5:20;
Ether 13:11. Cf. especially 1 Nephi 5:17–19; 7:1; 2 Nephi 3:16; 4:2; 2 Nephi 30:3–8.
38. On “know” as a covenant or legal term used in the ancient Near East and in the
Book of Mormon, see RoseAnn Benson and Stephen D. Ricks, “Treaties and Covenants:
Ancient Near Eastern Legal Terminology in the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 14, no. 1 (2005): 48–61, 128–29.
39. The word “follow” is used six times in 2 Nephi 31:10–13, 16.
40. See 1 Nephi 13:37; 2 Nephi 9:24; 31:16, 20; 33:4; 3 Nephi 15:9; Mormon 9:29;
Moroni 3:3; 8:3; cf. Matthew 24:13; Mark 13:13; James 5:1; D&C 14:7; 18:22; 20:25, 29;
24:8.
41. Note the use of the verb “know” throughout 2 Nephi 31, especially in vv. 14, 16–17;
see also 1 Nephi 13:14–42.
42. Skousen, Analysis of Textual Variants, 230–33.
43. Following Skousen (Analysis of Textual Variants); cf. 1 Nephi 13:40 and Skousen’s
note in Analysis of Textual Variants, 298.
44. On the apparent wordplay involving “desire”/“love” and “Mary” as mother of the
Redeemer, see Matthew L. Bowen, “‘Most Desirable Above All Things’: Onomastic Play on
Mary and Mormon in the Book of Mormon,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 13
(2015): 27–61.
45. See, e.g., 1 Nephi 2:12–13; 18–19; 3:16–21; 7:8–12; 17:15, 18 (cf. 11:6).
46. See Matthew L. Bowen, “Not Partaking of the Fruit: Its Generational Consequences
and Its Remedy,” in The Things Which My Father Saw: Approaches to Lehi’s Dream and Nephi’s
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Vision, ed. Daniel L. Belnap, Gaye Strathearn, and Stanley A. Johnson (Provo, UT: Religious
Studies Center; SLC: Deseret Book, 2011), 240–63.
47. Jennifer Clark Lane, “The Presence of the Lord,” in Belnap, Strathearn, and Johnson,
The Things Which My Father Saw, 130.
48. See especially Mosiah 9:1, which imitates the language of 1 Nephi 1:1 and Enos 1:1,
including Nephi’s wordplay on “Nephi” and “good.” Zeniff ’s words in Mosiah 10:12–18
address several of the cultural and political issues that recur in the writings on the small plates
(e.g., Lamanite hatred, degenerative culture, etc.).
49. See Belnap, “Even as Our Father Lehi Saw,” 222–33.
50. Mystagogue (< Greek mystagōgos [mystēs (“an initiate”) + agō (“lead”)] = “one
who initiates into mysteries”). See H. G. Liddell and Robert Scott, An Intermediate GreekEnglish Lexicon: Founded upon the Seventh Edition of Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English
Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1889), 523.
51. Psychopomp (< Greek psychos [“spirit,” “soul”] + pompos [“sender” or “conductor”] =
“spirit-guide” or “soul-sender”).
52. Docent (< Latin docere = “to teach”) = teacher.
53. The expression occurs four times altogether in the Book of Mormon: 1 Nephi 15:29,
35 (Nephi bis); Alma 19:29 (Lamoni’s wife once); and Alma 54:7 (Moroni once).
54. See Matthew L. Bowen, “‘They Came Forth and Fell Down and Partook of the Fruit
of the Tree’: Proskynesis in 3 Nephi 11:12–19 and 17:9–10 and Its Significance,” in Third
Nephi: An Incomparable Scripture, ed. Andrew C. Skinner and Gaye Strathearn (Provo, UT:
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2012), 105–29.
55. I.e., Joel’s prophecy in Joel 2:28–32 [Masoretic Text 3:1–5] can be understood as
having multiple fulfilments. Cf. Acts 2:17; D&C 95:4; and Joseph Smith—History 1:41.
56. Similar phraseology involving the terms “pour” and “spirit” occurs in Proverbs 1:23;
Isaiah 29:10; 32:15; 44:3; Ezekiel 39:29; and Zechariah 12:10. However, the proliferation of
visions in the context of the pouring out of the Spirit of the Lord suggests that Mormon has
Joel’s prophecy specifically in mind.
57. See especially Moroni 10:7–19 (see also 7:16); see also Jacob 6:8; Alma 9:19–24.
58. See Matthew L. Bowen, “Wordplay on the Name ‘Enos,’” Insights 26, no. 3 (2006): 3.
59. Cf. the description of the patriarch Noah in Genesis 6:9: “Noah was a just man [ʾîš
ṣaddîq] and perfect in his generations.”
60. On which, see also Matthew L. Bowen, “Internal Textual Evidence for the Egyptian
Origin of Nephi’s Name,” Insights 22, no. 11 (2002): 2
61. John A. Tvedtnes and Matthew Roper, “Jacob and Enos: Wrestling before
God,” Insights 21, no. 5 (2001): 2–3. On Enos’s sophisticated adaptation of the wordplay of Genesis 32–33, see Matthew L. Bowen, “‘And There Wrestled a Man with Him’
(Genesis 32:24): Enos’s Adaptations of the Onomastic Wordplay of Genesis,” Interpreter: A
Journal of Mormon Scripture 10 (2014): 151–60.
62. “Wrestle” = Heb. *hēʾābēq; cf. wayyēʾābēq and bĕhēʾābĕqô in Genesis 32:25–26.This
wordplay has been noted elsewhere. See, e.g., Bowen, “And There Wrestled a Man with Him,”
151–60; Bowen, “Not Partaking of the Fruit,” 245, 261n12.
63. See Matthew L. Bowen, “Internal Textual Evidence for the Egyptian Origin of
Nephi’s Name,” Insights 22, no. 11 (2002): 2; Bowen, “Wordplay on the Name ‘Enos,’”
Insights 26, no. 3 (2006): 2.
64. See Matthew L. Bowen, “‘And He Was a Young Man’: The Literary Preservation of
Alma’s Autobiographical Wordplay,” Insights 30, no. 4 (2010): 2–3; Bowen, “Becoming Sons
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and Daughters at God’s Right Hand: King Benjamin’s Rhetorical Wordplay on His Own
Name,” Journal of the Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture 21, no. 2 (2012): 5.
65. See Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of
the Old Testament (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 1428–31.
66. Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, 1431–34.
67. Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, 1433.
68. Compare the use of hāšîb/yāšîb in 2 Samuel 12:23; 14:13, 21; 15:8, 20, 25, 29; 19:10,
43; 22:21, 25.
69. Compare the use of ʾāšîb in Genesis 24:5; 42:37; Deuteronomy 32:41; Judges 17:3;
1 Samuel 12:3; 2 Samuel 24:13 (1 Chronicles 21:12); 1 Kings 2:20; 20:34; Psalms 68:22;
69:4; 81:14; 116:12; Proverbs 24:29; Lamentations 3:21; Hosea 4:9; Joel 3:4; Habakkuk 2:1.
Cf. 2 Samuel 17:3; Nehemiah 2:20; 6:4; 13:9; Job 31:14; 35:4; 40:4; Psalm 119:5;
Proverbs 27:11; Amos 1:6, 8–9, 13; 2:1, 4, 6; in the prophetic books, Isaiah 1:25–26;
Jeremiah 15:19; 32:44; 33:11; 49:6; Ezekiel 34:16; 39:5; and Zechariah 9:12 all prophesy of
restoration using permutations of ʾāšîb.
70. Gardner, Second Witness, 303; see also Bowen, “Father is a Man,” 55–56.
71. David A. Bednar, “Converted unto the Lord,” Ensign, November 2012, 109,
observes, “Note that the Lamanites were not converted to the missionaries who taught them
or to the excellent programs of the Church. They were not converted to the personalities of
their leaders or to preserving a cultural heritage or the traditions of their fathers. They were
converted unto the Lord—to Him as the Savior and to His divinity and doctrine—and they
never did fall away.”
72. 3 Nephi 1:22; 2:12; 7:21; and especially 3 Nephi 28:28 and 4 Nephi 1:2.
73. 2 Nephi 3:12; 30:5; Enos 1:14, 18; Mormon 7:5; cf. D&C 3:20.
74. I.e., this is a dualistic prophecy that was fulfilled in Ammon’s time and again in the
latter days.
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uestions are the catalyst that drives learning, providing a focus on what
an individual wants or needs to know. They are the drivers that move
knowledge acquisition to realms of greater understanding and wisdom. Karen
Brown, a professor at Dominican University, describes questions as the heart
of learning and the impetus for building knowledge.1 Teachers and students
use questions to vet information and allow them to develop the ability to see
when change is coming and to manage changes when they occur. Questions
help people to zone in on important details that help to sharpen and refine
their thinking.

Understanding what questions are used in the Book of Mormon and how they are used to influence

Individual Use of Questions

Individuals use questions to clarify their current understanding and to move
towards new wisdom. Questions enable them to combine content—their
personal experience and the world’s wisdom, including the experiences of
others—and do it in a way that enables them to think more critically.2 As
students ask questions, they take greater control of their learning and allow

instruction enables readers to use questions to maximize teaching and learning.
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for greater discovery and engaged learning.3 However, it is not enough to ask
more questions. It becomes imperative that students slow down and learn
to ask better questions—ones that steer the conversations towards the problems they are seeking to understand and solve.4 At times teachers need to help
direct students in the type of questions they ask.
Teacher Use of Questions

Teachers use questions to guide learning towards a targeted goal, seeking to
help individuals gain greater knowledge, understanding, and wisdom. In addition to asking questions for students to restate facts and figures, a teacher can
pose questions that become the framework wherein instruction and learning guide students to deeper understandings.5 Teachers can use questions to
facilitate student learning and nurture them as they start to ask meaningful
questions that engage their higher thinking process and that facilitate learning.6 When discussing historical material, teachers can ask questions that
challenge students to think about the past and that assist them in gathering
evidence, a process that will help students in their search for patterns across
time.7 Such activities help students simultaneously think broadly and deeply.
Book of Mormon Questions

One of the challenges members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints face is how questions may be used to better identify issues challenging one’s faith and the doctrines of the Church. Fortunately, questions in the
Book of Mormon provide insights on how questions were used to increase
gospel understanding and personal faith. Identifying the different types of
questions in the Book of Mormon and how these questions were used enables
gospel instructors and students to use questions more effectively. The patterns shown in the Book of Mormon highlight how questions can be used
as tools to increase one’s knowledge, understanding, and wisdom through
instruction, application, and growth activities.
In the Book of Mormon, conversations between prophets or leaders and
others become instructive as examples of the interplay between questions and
answers. The way the prophets, leaders, or learners use questions becomes
a hallmark of how learning is advanced. Questions become a driving force
for teaching (providing instruction), collaboration (seeking learning), and
confrontation (arguing opposite views). Examination of Book of Mormon
conversations to understand the interplay of questions and answers in specific
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contexts provides us with further insights into how we may use questions
to guide learning and increase understanding. Insights into the interplay
between questions and answers help us prepare to better use questions in a
variety of settings.
As a teacher and a learner, I used this exploration of questions within the
Book of Mormon to improve my understanding and use of questions in everyday contexts. I sought to understand what questions are found in the Book of
Mormon, how they are used in conversations, and, most importantly, how
they may be integrated into my teaching and personal learning. Hopefully,
my journey will facilitate others wishing to improve their use of questions to
further their acquisition of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom.
Method

In beginning this personal study, two key issues needed to be resolved before
I could begin. First, what constitutes a question within the Book of Mormon?
Second, what categories should be used to define the types of questions used?
What Is a Question?

As to the first question, much of the original handwritten text of the Book
of Mormon was written without punctuation. In fact, most of the current
punctuation used in the Book of Mormon was added while the manuscript
was being set for print.8 Rather than take issue with what could or should be
considered a question, I used a pragmatic approach. I accessed the online version of the Book of Mormon, available at scriptures.lds.org, and copied the
entire contents into a word-processing document. Then, using the question
mark as a search term, I flagged every instance where a question occurred.
The question mark, as it currently occurs in the Book of Mormon, designated
questions for my purposes.
Once identified, each specific question and its corresponding scriptural
reference were organized in one of three ways: first, if a single question was
found in a single verse; second, if the question spanned several verses; or third,
if several questions were asked in a single verse. To keep track of the scriptural
reference, when a verse contained more than one scripture, each question was
separated from the other questions, and the scriptural reference remained
the same. When the question spanned several verses, all verse references were
included. In some cases, text that is not part of the question occurs before or
after a question in a verse. This text often provides context to the question or
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the conversation. As a result, any nonquestion text associated with any question, regardless of where the question occurred, was included to help provide
a context in my analysis. Coding examples are shown in figure 1. After identifying all questions within the Book of Mormon, I also counted the total
number of questions in each book of the Book of Mormon.
Multiple verses for
one question

Mosiah
12:20–24

20 And it came to pass that one of them said unto
him: What meaneth the words which are written, and which have been taught by our fathers,
saying:
21 How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet
of him that bringeth good tidings; that publisheth
peace; that bringeth good tidings of good; that
publisheth salvation; that saith unto Zion, Thy
God reigneth;
22 Thy watchmen shall lift up the voice; with the
voice together shall they sing; for they shall see
eye to eye when the Lord shall bring again Zion;
23 Break forth into joy; sing together ye waste
places of Jerusalem; for the Lord hath comforted
his people, he hath redeemed Jerusalem;
24 The Lord hath made bare his holy arm in the
eyes of all the nations, and all the ends of the
earth shall see the salvation of our God?

Text after question

Alma 60:18

18 But why should I say much concerning this
matter? For we know not but what ye yourselves
are seeking for authority. We know not but what
ye are also traitors to your country.

3 Nephi 13:25

25 And now it came to pass that when Jesus
had spoken these words he looked upon
the twelve whom he had chosen, and said unto
them: Remember the words which I have spoken.
For behold, ye are they whom I have chosen
to minister unto this people. Therefore I say unto
you, take no thought for your life, what ye shall
eat, or what ye shall drink; nor yet for your body,
what ye shall put on. Is not the life more than
meat, and the body than raiment?

Alma 60:20

20 Have ye forgotten the commandments of the
Lord your God?

Text before question

Multiple questions
in one verse

Yea, have ye forgotten the captivity of our fathers?
Have ye forgotten the many times we have been
delivered out of the hands of our enemies?

Figure 1. Example of identification of questions in the Book of Mormon.
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How to Categorize Questions?

At this point the second question was addressed, namely how to code the questions. Background research indicated several methods were possible using
either traditional categories described in the literature or very personal categories—ones that met personal understandings and needs. Questions may be
coded by interrogative words such as who, what, where, when, why, how, and
by questions beginning with verbs. This type of categorization places questions in categories that indicate the type of responses they expect to elicit;
that is, would the questions elicit a more open-ended response (who, what,
where, when, why, and how), or would the reply be an alternate response, one
of two possible answers?
Following this thought process, I undertook a second analysis of question types. Categories for this section proved more
problematic, as there are many ways to categorize questions. Brown
identified eight types of essential questions used in library instruction
to help students vet and better understand the sources they were using.
Lustick, in discussing how questions may be used in science instruction, identified four categories for questions by the type of response that may be given;
they ranged from recalling information in increasing levels of detail to more
open-ended questions used to sustain reasoning and inquiry. VanTasselBaska also created four categories of questions; these questions asked gifted
students to recall, narrow, expand, or evaluate in their response Pohlmann
and Thomas categorized questions used in conversations by four types. These
sought to clarify, explore, dig deeper, and raise broader issues.
The categorization of questions may take many forms. The point of categorizing is that the categories used are helpful to the people (teachers or
students) asking the questions. Categories help ensure that teachers and students do not repeatedly use a single type of question but instead use a variety
of questions to further their purpose.
Personal Learning Model

In figure 2, I used a personal learning model to categorize questions. Briefly
summarized, the categorization has three spheres (knowledge, understanding,
and wisdom) that are connected to three pathways (instruction, application,
and growth), with the ultimate goal of leading to intelligence, or light and
truth. Each of these categories is briefly described.
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my understanding of how the questions were used and enables my ability to
use them in my life and teaching.
In summary, I categorized and organized questions in the Book of
Mormon in the following ways:

Understanding

Instruction

Questions in the Book of Mormon

Application

1.

Intelligence
Knowledge

Wisdom
Growth

Figure 2. Learning model used to code questions.

Knowledge. This sphere refers to the gathering of data (facts, numbers,
etc.), and questions posed here ask for a recall of this data.
Understanding. This sphere refers to the organization and connection of
new and past data. Questions seek to help individuals understand how new
knowledge connects to their current knowledge.
Wisdom. This sphere contains the “aha” moment when learners see how
they can act upon their knowledge and understanding in the world in which
they live. These questions expand the learners’ capacity to expand and connect their current learning.
Instruction. This connector includes the formal and informal processes
that allow for the ebb and flow between knowledge and understanding.
Teachers use questions to guide learners between these two spheres. Questions
used here by learners indicate a self-directed nature.
Application. Questions in this connector help one (as a learner and a
teacher) to apply the networks and connections made in understanding realworld situations. Questions in this area help one to convert knowledge and
understanding into actions.
Growth. Questions in this area facilitate the development of a new awareness. They help complete the circle back to knowledge and can lead to the
creation or discovery of new knowledge.
As my personal learning model, this categorization helps me to understand what types of questions were used in the Book of Mormon. It furthers

2.

3.

4.

5.

I identified all questions in the Book of Mormon by using a question
mark and included surrounding scripture to aid the context of the
question.
I counted the total number of questions found in each book of the
Book of Mormon. I determined the percent of questions in each
book by dividing the number of questions in each book by the total
verses in each book.
I identified the key words in each question—that is, a word that
indicates what the question is seeking. Often it is a verb (e.g., is, was,
know), but other words are also used to define the emphasis of the
question (e.g., what).
Using the previous identification, I coded each question by the
type of answer expected. This includes alternate-response questions,
allowing for one of two possible responses (e.g., yes-no or will-won’t),
or open-ended questions, allowing for multiple answers (e.g., who,
what, where, why).
Finally, using my personal learning model, I coded each question
into categories identifying what the question was seeking to elicit
(i.e., knowledge, understanding, wisdom, instruction, application,
growth, and intelligence).

As this was a personal journey with questions in the Book of Mormon,
only I made each coding. Others examining questions found in the Book
of Mormon may code questions differently. A more rigorous examination
would use multiple coders.
Questions in Conversations

During this coding process, I noticed that many questions were part of conversations between two or more people, typically housed within a single Book
of Mormon story. Since I also wanted a more personal understanding of how
questions are used, I identified specific conversations in the Book of Mormon.
Using these conversations, I examined the interplay of questions and answers
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to determine how questions were used in conversations. Although there are
other conversations in the Book of Mormon, I chose these particular ones for
their personal appeal and because I felt they were representative samples of all
Book of Mormon conversations. The conversations and their location in the
Book of Mormon are shown in table 1.
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a large percent of questions, but this is due to the low number of total verses.
Most questions are asked in books associated with teaching or confrontations—namely 1 Nephi, 2 Nephi, Alma, and Mosiah.
Book

Verses

Questions

Percent

1 Nephi

618

52

8%

Location

Conversation

2 Nephi

779

74

9%

Jacob 5

The allegory of the tame and wild olive trees

Jacob

203

25

12%

Mosiah 12–16

Abinadi teaching King Noah and his court

Enos

27

1

4%

Alma 11–12

Alma and Amulek’s contention with unbelievers in Ammonihah

Jarom

15

2

13%

Alma 18

Ammon teaching King Lamoni

Omni

30

0

0%

Alma 22

Aaron teaching Lamoni’s father

Words of Mormon

18

0

0%

Alma 26

Ammon glorying in the power of the Lord near the end of his
mission to the Lamanites

Mosiah

785

55

7%

Alma 30

Korihor’s conversation with Alma the Younger

Alma

1,975

213

11%

Alma 60–61

Moroni’s letter to Pahoran, and Pahoran’s response

3 Nephi 13

Jesus teaching the Nephites

Mormon 9

Moroni teaching those who do not believe in Christ, gifts,
miracles, and signs

Table 1. Selected Book of Mormon Conversations

The conversations were grouped into three broad categories: monologues,
collaborative dialogues, and confrontational dialogues. Using these categorizations, the conversations were examined to determine the role questions
played in teaching and learning.
Findings

I identified 545 questions in the Book of Mormon (see table 2). Approximately
8 percent of the Book of Mormon verses contain questions, but this is an estimate, as some verses have more than one question and some questions are
asked across more than one verse. Within each book of the Book of Mormon,
the questions-to-verses ratio ranges from a low of 0 to a high of 13 percent.
Approximately half (46 percent) of the questions occur in the first part of the
Book of Mormon, written from the small plates, which was used to replace
the lost 116 pages. Only two questions in total were asked in the books of
Jarom, Omni, and the Words of Mormon. The book of Jarom appears to have

Helaman

497

33

7%

3 Nephi

785

38

5%

4 Nephi

49

1

2%

Mormon

227

26

11%

Ether

433

14

3%

Moroni

163

11

7%

Total

6,604

545

8%

Table 2. Percentage of Questions in the Book of Mormon by Verses per Book.

Types of questions were also separated into two categories: open ended
and alternate response (see table 3). About half of all questions are open
ended (46 percent). Of interest is that not one when question is found in the
Book of Mormon. What questions dominate the open-ended type of questions. Dominant alternate-response questions are split between do, will, and
have. It should also be noted that the older forms of words found in the Book
of Mormon have been altered to current English: for example, knowest has
been changed to know.
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Open Ended

Alternate Response

Type

Amount

Type

Amount

Type

Amount

Who

51

Are

24

Has

12

What

75

Believe

17

Have

40

Where

22

Can

18

Is

32

When

0

Could

3

Know

16

Why

56

Deny

1

May

1

How

47

Did

7

Remember

2

Which

1

Do

49

Shall

11

Does

1

Should

4

Was

3

Suppose

1

Were

2

Would

5

Will

44

Open Total

252
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(Alma and Amulek conversing with Zeezrom in Ammonihah), the conversation begins as a confrontational dialogue but switches to collaborative
elements after Zeezrom begins to have a change of heart. The placement of
conversations within the three categories is shown in table 4.
Monologues

Collaborative Dialogue

Confrontational
Dialogue

Alma 26: Ammon glorying in the
power of the Lord near the end
of his mission to the Lamanites

Jacob 5: The allegory of the
tame and wild olive trees

Mosiah 12–16: Abinadi
teaching King Noah and
his court

Alma 60–61: Moroni’s letter
to Pahoran, and Pahoran’s
response

Alma 11–12: Alma and
Amulek’s contention with
unbelievers in Ammonihah*

Alma 11–12: Alma and
Amulek’s contention
with unbelievers in
Ammonihah*

3 Nephi 13: Jesus teaching the
Nephites

Alma 18: Ammon teaching
King Lamoni

Alma 30: Korihor’s conversation with Alma the
Younger

Mormon 9: Moroni teaching
those who do not believe in
Christ, gifts, miracles, and signs

Alma 22: Aaron teaching
Lamoni’s father

Table 4. Placement of Conversations within Three Categories

Alternate Total

293

Grand Total

545

Table 3. Type of Questions in the Book of Mormon

Types of Conversations

As mentioned earlier, I identified ten conversations to examine the interplay
of questions and answers or instruction. Those conversations fall into one
of three broad categories of conversations: monologues, collaborative dialogues, and confrontational dialogues. For my purposes here, monologues
are defined as one speaker with others listening or reading; letters are considered to be monologues of instruction or teaching. The collaborative- and
confrontational-dialogue categories are characterized by a conversation
between two or more people, typically with others listening to the exchange.
In collaborative dialogues, one dialogue participant is seeking to gain greater
knowledge or understanding from the other. In confrontational dialogues,
the participants are speaking on opposite sides of an issue. In one instance

*This conversation switches between a confrontational and a collaborative dialogue.

Since I was more concerned with how questions are used in instruction,
little of the content of the conversation is discussed here. Rather, I examine
how questions are used to introduce or frame the encounter. The focus is
placed on where and how the questions are used during the actual conversation, especially focusing on instruction or learning.
Types of Questions

Four types of questions are found within my study—determining questions,
which seek to determine the learner’s knowledge and understanding; focusing
questions, which seek to focus the learner’s attention; accountability questions,
which seek to hold individuals or groups accountable for their actions; and
reflection questions, which seek to encourage personal reflection. While any
of the types of questions may be used in any conversation category, some are
better suited to one type of category over another.
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Determining Questions

These questions seek to determine what the listener knows and understands.
They are used in both collaborative and confrontational conversations. The
questions are typically alternate responses (e.g., yes-no, will-won’t) in which
the speaker seeks to determine what the listener understands. They serve to
determine the learner’s commitment to or understanding of some assertion.9
Examples include Zeezrom’s conversation with Amulek (Alma 11
and 12), the instruction of Lamoni (Alma 18) and his father (Alma 22), and
Korihor’s defense in front of the judges (Alma 30). One question found in all
of these conversations, in one form or another, is “Believest thou that there
is a God?” (Alma 11:24; 18:24; 22:7; 30:37). The determining questions seek
to establish the extent of the listener’s knowledge, understanding, commitment, and experience—they mark a starting point for instruction and help
the teacher build on what the learner already knows. The questions help the
teacher make connections to the learner’s understanding and experiences. In
confrontational situations, they also help to establish what the learner knows
and what he or she can be held accountable for. The questions are typically a
blend of alternate responses (e.g., yes-no, do-don’t) and open-ended questions,
allowing for greater elaboration in a response.
In addition to the purpose of discovering one participant’s current
knowledge and understanding, determining questions are used to gain and
build trust between teachers and learners in collaborative conversations. An
example is the instruction of Lamoni and his father. Ammon helps Lamoni
by identifying his “marvelings.” Ammon’s actions with Lamoni’s sheep, along
with Lamoni’s inquiring if Ammon was the Great Spirit, open up an exchange
between the two in which Lamoni explores and decides just how much he
will trust Ammon. The questions in this encounter also serve the purpose of
building trust and establishing a relationship between the two that initiates
and facilitates the instruction.
This pattern repeats with Aaron teaching Lamoni’s father, but the pattern
is accelerated no doubt because of the previous interactions between Lamoni,
Ammon, and Lamoni’s father. In all likelihood, discussion between Ammon,
Lamoni, and Aaron regarding this previous encounter and other experiences
also prepared Aaron for his conversation with Lamoni’s father. Trust, previously gained with Ammon, was quickly transferred to Aaron as the new
teacher. Lamoni’s father had, in all probability, given considerable thought to
his experience with Ammon and his son. With the transfer of trust, Lamoni’s
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father began to ask questions to augment his knowledge and understanding.
While he asked only a few questions prior to Aaron’s instruction, it is likely
that, given the volume of instruction, other questions were asked to help complete his knowledge and understanding.
A teacher typically uses determining questions at the start of the instruction. The questions help the teacher to understand the student before seeking
to have the student understand what is being taught. They require the learner
to commit to specific assertions that define his or her knowledge, understanding, and wisdom. They are also used to form trust between teacher and learner
so that the learner’s answers or questions will be treated with respect. While
this trust may be transferred from one teacher to another, the trust formed
must be maintained and built upon. Determining questions provide foundations upon which other questions and instruction may be built.
Focusing Questions

Both open-ended and alternate-response questions are used as focusing
questions. Often the pattern includes asking one or several questions prior
to instruction. The question focuses the learner’s attention on the topic of
instruction. The teacher often initiates instruction with focusing questions
to set the parameters of instruction. The learner will use focusing questions
to expand knowledge and understanding or to fill in gaps. Teachers use questions to further their goals and interests and to help the learner gain control of
knowledge and integrate it into his or her understanding.10 The dialogue often
repeats the question-instruction pattern because the instruction increases the
knowledge and understanding of the listener. The question’s primary purpose
is to focus attention. It should be noted that the focus questions may extend a
line of thought that is beneficial to the listener by stimulating interest.
An illustration of focusing questions is found in Mormon’s final epistle
to future generations (Mormon 9). In verses 2 and 3, Mormon asks several
alternate-response questions (yes-no) of those who will be reading his epistle.
He sets the parameters for individuals who have abandoned or questioned
their faith to the point of forgetting what they know. The questions serve as
a personal evaluation of what they do or do not know or believe. Mormon’s
epistle continues with questions, followed by instruction. The questions
serve both a reflective and forward-focusing process. The readers of the epistle reflect on where they stand in terms of knowledge and understanding of
God. The forward-focusing occurs in setting the parameters for the next piece
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of instruction. Each question helps to build on the previous instruction by
directing the reader to the next instruction framework.
Ammon uses focusing questions in Alma 26 to center his recollection of
the blessings of their mission experience among the Lamanites (e.g., “What
great blessings has he bestowed upon us? Can ye tell?”). The questions provide
the framework for his teaching on how God provided for him and his companions in their missionary labors; these questions also acknowledge God’s
hand in the missionaries’ actions. The questions guide Ammon’s comments.
While the discussion is reflective in nature, as it recounts the missionary
labors, it is also prescriptive, seeking to teach those undertaking similar ventures to trust in God. The questions appear as guideposts in this discussion
highlighting specific points Ammon wishes to make.
The conversation in Alma 11 and 12 also illustrates this pattern. After
Amulek and Alma refute Zeezrom’s initial attempt to discredit them, both
Zeezrom and Antionah, a chief ruler, ask questions that guide the conversation, first with Amulek and then Alma. Although the initial intent of the
questions was to discredit Amulek and Alma, the questions end up providing
a focus for those listening, preparing them for the next piece of instruction.
In the case of Zeezrom, the questions turn from confrontational to collaborative as he evaluates himself based on the questions asked and has a change of
heart.
Two particular cases occur with focusing questions. The first comes
with Korihor’s defense. In this example, Korihor uses focusing questions to
instruct, but he frames the questions with leading statements that influence
how the question may be answered. An example of this is in Alma 30:14–15,
where, referring to prophecies, Korihor prefaces the question “How do ye
know of their surety?” with “Behold, they are foolish traditions” to manipulate the response, drawing out an answer he wants instead of seeking an open,
honest one. The preamble influences and directs the listener to doubt and
distrust. It illustrates how comments framing the questions serve as catalysts
to accentuate one response over another.
The other particular case occurs in Christ’s instruction in 3 Nephi 13. In
this chapter, Christ provides instruction regarding the conduct of those serving God. The half-dozen questions at the end of the instruction serve the dual
purpose of causing listeners to refocus their attention to what they should
have gained from the instruction as well as to propel them to action. In this
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case, the focusing questions cause learners to reflect on the learning that has
just taken place, before directing them to move forward in faith.
Teachers can implement focusing questions to help set the framework
of the instruction as they guide learners to reflect and build upon previous
knowledge and understanding. The focus questions can be used throughout
the instruction in segments that lead and guide learners or as summary questions to provide a reflection on the instruction that not only reinforces the
instruction but also motivates the listener to action. A caution with focusing
questions—questions should openly move learners towards greater knowledge and understanding and avoid using provisos that influence their answers.
A leading statement, as used by Korihor, may restrict the learners’ understanding or cause them to examine questions in only a limited context, often
restricting knowledge and understanding.
Accountability Questions

These questions cause the learner to give an accountability of actions.
Although somewhat reflective in nature, they primarily seek to make the
listener accountable for his or her actions. Korihor before the chief judges,
Abinadi teaching Noah’s priests, and Moroni’s chastisement of Pahoran are
classic examples of how these questions are used. Examples of questions holding people accountable for their comments and actions include the following:
“Why sayest thou that we preach unto this people to get gain, when thou, of
thyself, knowest that we receive no gain?” (Alma 30:35); “If ye teach the law of
Moses why do ye not keep it?” (Mosiah 12:29); “Have ye forgotten the commandments of the Lord your God?” (Alma 60:20). Each of these questions
is used by the teacher to hold the listener accountable. The questions serve as
a check by asking the learners to reflect on their duties and responsibilities,
given the students’ level of learning and understanding or their position held.
While reflective in nature, the accountability questions are not always
used to elicit reflection—many are often used in a rhetorical manner. In these
cases, the questions demand accountability but also focus the listener on
instruction of the duties or understanding he or she should have and exemplify.11 Abinadi’s discourse in Mosiah 11–17 with King Noah and his priests
is an example in which many accountability questions are asked but few are
answered. The questions cause both reflection and accountability. The unanswered questions also frame the instruction Abinadi provides. The instruction
and reflective questions combine in a dual purpose of accountability and
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instruction. In the case of the wicked priest Alma, the combination of
accountability and instruction leads to a change in heart, resulting in him
becoming a righteous prophet.
It is noteworthy that the response by those being held accountable often
deflects accountability by not answering or by providing evasive answers,
instead of responding with open and forthright answers. Noah’s wicked
priests exemplify the former, while Pahoran’s response to Moroni’s epistles
illustrates the latter.
Teachers can utilize accountability questions to cause the listener to
reflect and to frame the conversation. While accountability questions can help
listeners to recognize failings or help provide open account of actions, they
also promote the opportunity for a backlash through denial or nonanswers.
Accountability questions are often asked by someone with real authority seeking a report of action or inaction. The accountability questions often lead to
swift action, as listeners either openly explain actions and move forward to
greater understanding or avoid accountability through nonanswers or denials
and seek retribution on the one asking for accountability.
Reflection Questions

Personal reflection occurs as the teacher attempts to promote a change in
listeners through reflection. In many cases, the reflective questions are also
accountability questions, as the call to accountability causes listeners to
reflect on what they have done and should be doing. These queries become
critical questions as they help learners to think broadly and deeply and as
students search for and discover patterns from their life.12 The ensuing personal feedback becomes a learning experience whereby the learner has the
opportunity to create new understandings that lead to wisdom in changing
their actions.13 In Mosiah 12, Abinadi repeatedly uses reflection questions to
encourage the judges to personally think deeply on their dereliction of duty
(e.g., “If ye teach the law of Moses why do ye not keep it? Why do ye set your
hearts upon riches?”). He also uses reflective questions to hold the priests
accountable for not fulfilling their duty and to prompt them to reflect on
what they need to be doing.
As with accountability questions, it is evident that reflective questions
are not always effective in causing a change in people. In the Mosiah 12 example, only one of the judges, Alma, responded to the reflective question in a
way that caused a permanent change. The learning (or lack thereof ) in this
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situation did not depend solely on the questions used but also relied on the
learner’s disposition. Only a single wicked priest used the opportunity to
reflect on his actions and to make changes in his life.
A less antagonistic encounter using reflective questions is illustrated by
the missionary labors of Aaron to Lamoni’s father in Alma 22. In this instance,
the reflective questions facilitate the instruction and propel Lamoni’s father
to ask two reflective questions: “What shall I do that I may have this eternal
life of which thou hast spoken? Yea, what shall I do that I may be born of God,
having this wicked spirit rooted out of my breast, and received his Spirit, that I
may be filled with joy, that I may not be cast off at the last day?” (Alma 22:15).
Unlike Noah’s priests, Lamoni’s father internalized the questions. He moved
from gaining knowledge and understanding to applying his understanding,
which led him to gain wisdom that led to light and truth. The reflective questions became generators of additional learning to direct his actions.
This use of questions also occurs in the parable of the tame olive tree by
Zenos, found in Jacob 5. All of the questions asked by the Lord of the vineyard
or his servant, save one, are reflective and open ended. In fact, half of all the
questions reflect a desire to gain wisdom by reviewing how knowledge and
understanding can be applied to the task at hand. These questions are exemplified by the self-reflective question “What could I have done more for my
vineyard?” ( Jacob 5:41, 49). By reviewing past applications of knowledge and
understanding, the questions become forward-looking catalysts for action.
The implication of “What more could I do?” not only causes the learner to
reflect and evaluate what was done but also commits the learner to apply
this new understanding to take action. Forms of this question are repeatedly
asked, which indicates that questions used in this context and at this level
become a catalyst for learning, adding to the learner’s framework of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom and leading to greater intelligence, or light
and truth. Ultimately, the questions cause students to reflect on instruction,
to make connections to their previous learning and experience, and to move
forward towards light and truth. These questions become learning generators
in that the listener, through reflection, moves forward at a pace suited to his
or her needs and efforts.
Conclusion

A review of the questions found in the Book of Mormon provides guidance
on the types of questions used to direct instruction and increase knowledge
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and understanding. The questions help to build relationships of trust through
identifying background information and learning. This trust enables teachers
to scaffold instruction, adding to the framework of the learner’s understanding.
For the learner, questions focus his or her attention on instruction. The
learner is primed for the new instruction by the questions. Focusing questions zoom in on specific information being taught. Of note in this instance
is that comments surrounding the question can bias or influence learning
towards the position of the teacher instead of enabling the search for light
and truth. A second variant type of focusing question is used as a summative
tool to help students reflect back on the instruction and how the instruction
will guide their future actions.
A third type of question holds learners accountable for actions they
did or did not do. Sometimes adversarial in nature, these questions seek
to expose someone’s actions and to cause him or her to commit to a given
stance. Depending on the nature of the learner, these questions will assist or
condemn the listener. For those who are prideful (e.g., Noah and his priests),
these questions expose what they could and should be doing and condemn
them for inaction. When received in humility (e.g., Alma or Pahoran), the
questions cause reflection and a change to better actions by the listener.
Finally, reflective questions help the learner build upon a learning framework and help motivate towards improved actions. Reflective questions
initiated by the learner are self-evaluative and cause the learner to determine
what else he or she could do or should stop doing. This process serves to move
the learner to a position of self-sustaining learning that leads to increased
knowledge, understanding, and wisdom.
Understanding what questions are used in the Book of Mormon and
how they are used to influence instruction enables readers to use questions
to maximize instruction and learning. My journey of examining questions
in the Book of Mormon caused me to repeatedly ask the questions “What
next?” or “What else is there?” Focusing on the Book of Mormon questions
caused me to internalize the questions and to advance my understanding and
wisdom through better use of questions. As each person identifies questions
in the Book of Mormon, understands how they are used, and internalizes
them, the questions will help to increase his or her knowledge, understanding,
and wisdom.
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In ancient Egypt, sitting on a chair, as opposed to sitting on the ground or on a stool used
by a worker, meant you were important, because the chief role of furniture was to signify
status. The chair represented nobility both in practice and in communication.

utting scriptural texts into historical and cultural context has the potential to open up new insights and reveal what may have been hiding in
plain sight. By allowing what might seem familiar in a modern perspective
to be seen in the new light of a different cultural world, the ancient meaning
can become clear.
Asking what sitting down meant in an ancient Near Eastern context provides new insights into both an important passage in the book of Isaiah as
well as related sitting imagery found throughout scriptures. The verse that this
background clarifies has an interesting puzzle tied to sitting. In Isaiah 52:1,
the city Zion is addressed and told to “awake,” to “put on [her] strength,” and
to “put on [her] beautiful garments” because there is now a special status
so that “henceforth there shall no more come into thee the uncircumcised
and the unclean.” Then in verse 2 the puzzle appears: Zion/Jerusalem is told
to “shake thyself from the dust; arise, and sit down.” On its surface, it would
seem odd to be told to arise only to be told to sit down. Clearly, these directional instructions are bracketed by a change in status. Before, Zion is told to
shake off the dust, then afterwards told, “Loose thyself from the bands of thy
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neck, O captive daughter of Zion.” This is a very rich and symbolic passage.
By digging deep into the contextual meaning of the term “sit down” in the
instructions to “arise, and sit down,” both this verse and many other analogous verses become both more culturally and more doctrinally meaningful.
This paper will examine the broader cultural context of what the action
of sitting and sitting on chairs meant in the ancient Near Eastern world. The
focus will be on a word study of the Hebrew root yshb, which has a depth of
meaning beyond the simple translation of “sit down” found in the King James
Version of the Bible. By considering the meaning of sitting on chairs in the
ancient Near East, with a particular emphasis on the Old Testament usage of
this term and the implications tied to both kingly and divine enthronement
as symbols of power and exaltation, the meaning of the Isaiah 52:2 passage
becomes much richer.
This background clarifies not only this Isaiah text but also the significance of “sitting down” in a number of New Testament and Book of Mormon
passages. The historical and cultural meaning opens up these texts as invitations to symbolically arise from the mundane and fallen world and to receive
symbols of glory, rule, and divine nature. This fuller understanding of the
invitation to “arise, and sit down” in Isaiah 52:2 corresponds to Isaiah 52:1,
in which Zion is told to “awake,” to “put on [her] strength,” and to put on her
“beautiful garments.” While this study focuses on the background of “sitting
down” as a way to communicate being enthroned and receiving a new status,
Isaiah’s symbolic parallelism of “sitting down” with putting on “beautiful garments” reinforces this exalted status and is seen in other scriptural passages as
well, particularly in the Book of Mormon.
Context of “Sitting Down” in Hebrew and in the Old Testament World

Not all societies are chair-sitting cultures.1 Many people worldwide are comfortable crouching down on their heels in a deep squat or kneeling while
sitting on their heels. In many societies, most people have traditionally sat
cross-legged on the floor. Historically, there are cultures that developed the
use of chairs or borrowed the use of chairs, and, significantly, their use traditionally carried great symbolic weight.
One example that comes to mind to illustrate this point is the medieval
cathedral. These large spaces that are now filled with wooden chairs were
empty of furniture for the congregation when built. The congregants stood
during services. There was a chair, however, from which a cathedral took its
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status; the cathedral served as the see (from the Latin sedes), or “seat,” of the
bishop and also expressed the scope of his ecclesiastical authority. In the
cathedral, the bishop had a special seat that distinguished him and reinforced
his status. This special chair with armrests, or throne, was also known as the
bishop’s cathedra (from the Greek for “seat”).
This special role of the chair in medieval society existed in other areas
besides church. Throughout the Middle Ages, chairs were used by kings and
nobles. It was not until the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries in
Europe that chairs became commonly owned by ordinary people other than
nobles, and this change became a significant marker of rising status among
the increasing middle class.2 Before that, the “ordinary folk mostly [sat] on
whatever [was] at hand: stools, chests, upturned buckets, or just the ground.”3
This pattern of chairs having a special role to designate social status can
be clearly traced back to the Egyptians and their influence on Mediterranean
culture. In both medieval European and ancient Egyptian cultures, “if you
were entitled to sit on a chair it meant you were important, because the chief
role of furniture was to signify status.”4 The Egyptians were very influential
in their chair design and usage.5 For the Egyptians, “sitting on a chair was
associated with ceremonies, and it was likely the need for a portable throne
that resulted in the ingenious folding stool.”6 This folding stool was influential throughout the Mediterranean, and their “thronelike armchairs” were
also adopted by the Greeks.7 In ancient Egypt, stools were used by common
people, but “unlike stools, chairs appear to have been reserved for the exclusive use of important personages.”8 The cultural meaning of sitting on a chair,
as opposed to sitting on the ground or on a stool used by a worker, was literally inscribed into the linguistic code. “The Egyptian hieroglyph for ‘revered
person’ depicted a noble seated in a chair.”9 The chair represented nobility
both in practice and in communication.10
Yashab and Cognates in the Ancient Near East

The special status of being seated can be seen in the languages of the ancient
Near East, and these languages provide additional cultural context to the
meaning of being seated in Hebrew culture and the Hebrew Bible. In a variety
of Semitic languages, the root yshb can be translated as “sit down,” but it also
points to both a special status and a broader concept of dwelling or residing.
In Middle and Late Babylonian, the central concept is that of “enduring
presence,” which can be translated into “the basic meanings ‘sit down,’ ‘reside
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and live somewhere,’ and ‘be settled.’”11 The related “semantic nuance of ‘sitting
on a throne’” is “used primarily of kings and gods.”12 In Ugaritic, a language
very close to Hebrew, the root ytb can mean “sit,” and also “be enthroned”
when “used of a king or a god.”13 In Ugaritic texts, the Canaanite God “Ba’al
. . . is said to ‘sit enthroned.’ Ba’al can also perform the act of ytb lks3, ‘sitting
down on the throne.’”14 In the conceptual and linguistic world of the Israelites’
neighbors, “sitting” could often be read as “being enthroned.”
Yashab in the Old Testament

The term yashab has been counted as having 1,090 occurrences in the Old
Testament.15 While the Hebrew word means the physical act of sitting, this
word‘s meaning is not limited to one act. The range of meaning of the Hebrew
root includes “to sit,” “to dwell,” and “to remain.”16 Beyond the human activity
of sitting, the verb yashab conveys the idea of dwelling in a place, “emphasizing the stability and duration of residence in contrast to [the other Hebrew
verbs, such as] nwh, reach the goal of the journey, rest . . . , or škn, dwell
temporarily.”17
The sense of permanence in dwelling or remaining was, for the Israelites,
a fundamentally religious concept. Görg has observed that in ancient Israel
“‘dwelling safely’ must be guaranteed by Yahweh. Any yšb is therefore bound
to fail if it is based on injustice . . . or contradicts Yahweh’s direct command.”18
Not having Yahweh’s promise results in the opposite of dwelling in a condition of stability and permanence: uninhabited desolation.19 The connection
of the promise of “having rest” and “dwelling in safety” with being in a faithful relationship with the Lord is found in Deuteronomy 12:10: “But when ye
go over Jordan, and dwell [yshb] in the land which the Lord your God giveth
you to inherit, and when he giveth you rest from all your enemies round
about, so that ye dwell [yshb] in safety.”
This semantic multivalence of yashab can add complexity, but it can
also add depth. When the root yshb appears, it may literally be describing
sitting, and yet the resonance of the word conveys additional layers of meaning.20 Students of the root meaning of this Hebrew term have suggested that
yshb “probably lies in the realm of change of location, especially in the case of
persons. Shift to a lasting or even permanent state appears to be in the foreground.”21 This idea of a change of permanent or lasting state is a key concept
that more fully uncovers the meaning of “arise, and sit down” in Isaiah 52:2.
There is still more to explore of what sitting would mean in this context, but
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it is clear that when the Lord invites the “captive daughter of Zion” to “shake
[herself ] from the dust,” to “arise and sit down,” and to “loose [herself ] from
the bands of [her] neck,” the resultant profound change in state can be permanent because the change is being made by the intervention of the Lord of
Israel (emphasis added).
In addition to this more metaphorical sense of “sitting” as “dwelling,” a
quick survey provides a sense of the practical ways in which the verb is used
in the Old Testament. People are “sitting on a chair or throne (2 Kings 11:19;
Jeremiah 33:17), on the ground (Isaiah 3:26; Jer 48:18; Ezek 26:16), in the
dust (Isa 47:1), on a bed (1 Sam 28:23), or in an assembly (Ps 1:1).” 22 In
addition to having a descriptive function to document human motion, the
verb was also used metaphorically in a variety of settings that did not include
royalty: “1) military encampment . . . ; 2) ambush—human and animal . . . ; 3)
metaphorical ‘sitting on the ground’ (Isa 3:26, Jerusalem; Isaiah 47:1, virgin
daughter of Babylon); 4) remaining at home . . . ; 5) ‘living’ under various
conditions.”23 Quite a variety of uses are possible with this handy verb.
So the 1,090 occurrences of yshb in the Old Testament are clearly not
all religious in nature. This is a practical verb that describes a practical reality
of human existence. But to more fully understand how yshb is being used in
Isaiah 52:2, it is essential to consider a more exalted role of sitting that was
hinted at more broadly in its cultural usage in the ancient Near East. The
practical reality is that people are not invited to arise from the dust simply to
be told to sit down again on the ground. Something far more significant is
happening here, and it is made clear by examining the kingly and divine ways
of “sitting down.”
Kings and “Sitting Enthroned”

Just as the cathedral is the “seat,” or see, of the medieval bishop, the seat of
a king is more than just a piece of furniture. Even in modern-day English,
the phrase “to take the throne” is another way to say that someone becomes
a king. The same was true in biblical Hebrew.24 The parallelism is clear in 1
Kings where Bathsheba says to David: “My lord, thou swarest by the Lord
thy God unto thine handmaid, saying, Assuredly Solomon thy son shall reign
after me, and he shall sit upon [yshb] my throne” (1 Kings 1:17; see also 1:13).
As Görg observes, “Enthronement and sovereignty surely are more than just
‘aspects’ of kingship.”25 In the context of the Old Testament, this special status of being on the throne as a way to express reigning was not only used to
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describe ruling in Israel but was also used for the rule of Pharaoh. At the time
of the destroying angel in the last of the ten plagues, “at midnight the Lord
smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh
that sat [yshb] on his throne unto the firstborn of the captive that was in the
dungeon” (Exodus 12:29; emphasis added).
Of course, as seen before, the king of Egypt had a physical throne as
a marker of his status, and that was also true in Israel. Solomon had a particularly ostentatious throne made, which is described in 1 Kings 10:18–20:
“Moreover the king made a great throne of ivory, and overlaid it with the best
gold. The throne had six steps, and the top of the throne was round behind:
and there were stays [armrests] on either side on the place of the seat, and two
lions stood beside the stays. And twelve lions stood there on the one side and
on the other upon the six steps: there was not the like made in any kingdom.”
A throne like that is certainly meant to communicate a message.
While physical thrones could be seen in Israel, Egypt, and throughout
the ancient Near East, much like the religious connection in which dwelling
in permanence was seen as dependent on Yahweh, “the yšb of a king takes
on a special dimension when it is associated with the presence of Yahweh or
even defined as being fundamentally dependent on Yahweh.”26 Görg notes
that 1 Kings 2:24 illustrates how “Yahweh is the authentic initiator and guarantor of enthronement.”27 Solomon’s claim to the throne is tied to the Lord
having established his reign: “Now therefore, as the Lord liveth, which hath
established me, and set me on the throne of David my father, and who hath
made me an house, as he promised, Adonijah shall be put to death this day”
(1 Kings 2:24; emphasis added). Likewise, in Psalm 110:1, the king (“my
lord”) is told by Yahweh, “Sit . . . at my right hand”—an image tied not just to
an earthly throne room but to the heavenly one as well.28

In Israel, the kingship that a person could hold was clearly an earthly type
and shadow of the true King of Israel, the Lord Jehovah. The imagery of the
heavenly throne room and the Holy of Holies as the Lord’s throne room on
earth is central to how his status and presence were understood throughout
the Old Testament. This imagery is particularly pronounced in the Psalms.
“The Lord is in his holy temple, the Lord’s throne is in heaven” (Psalm 11:4).
“For God is the King of all the earth: sing ye praises with understanding. God
reigneth over the heathen: God sitteth upon the throne of his holiness”

Gene Ploss, 123RF.

Jehovah “Sitting Enthroned”

The practical reality is that people are not invited to arise from the dust simply to be told to sit down again
on the ground. Something far more significant is happening here, and it is made clear by examining the
kingly and divine ways of “sitting down.”
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(Psalm 47:7–8). “The Lord hath prepared his throne in the heavens; and his
kingdom ruleth over all” (Psalm 103:19). In addition to the Psalms, another
important example of how the heavenly presence of the Lord is understood
as a throne room is found in Isaiah’s theophany:
In the year that king Uzziah died I saw also the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and
lifted up, and his train filled the temple.
Above it stood the seraphims: each one had six wings; with twain he covered
his face, and with twain he covered his feet, and with twain he did fly.
And one cried unto another, and said, Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts:
the whole earth is full of his glory.
And the posts of the door moved at the voice of him that cried, and the house
was filled with smoke. (Isaiah 6:1–4)

Just like the inherent rule of a king implies sitting upon a throne, often the
term throne does not even appear when describing the Lord sitting, but the
verb yashab alone is understood to convey sitting on a throne, as in Psalm 123:1,
where we read, “Yahweh sits [yshb] in the heavens (‘enthroned’).”29 An interesting passage in Psalm 29:10 has a “double use of the root” yshb in which
“Yahweh ‘sits enthroned [yshb] over the flood’ and he ‘sits enthroned [yshb] as
king forever.’”30
While the Lord Jehovah is usually described as “sitting enthroned” or
“dwelling” (yshb) in the heavens, the temple and Zion can also be places where
he “sits enthroned.” Wilson observes that a “special use of [yshb] describes
Yahweh as sitting enthroned ‘between the cherubim’ above the Ark of the
Covenant (1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 6:2; 2 Kgs 19:15; 1 Chron 13:16; Isa 37:16;
Ps 99:1) or in Zion (Ps 9:11).”31 In Psalm 132:13, a variation on yshb, moshab,
meaning “seat” or “dwelling place,” is used to describe Zion: “For the Lord
hath chosen Zion; he hath desired it for his habitation [moshab].” That there
are places on earth in which yshb can be used with reference to Jehovah is
significant because in referring to the divine, the verb “normally indicates
heaven rather than earth as the place of God’s dwelling. . . . The use of yšb to
describe Yahweh’s dwelling in heaven stresses the stability and duration of
his residence there, in contrast to the human experience of God on the earth
where, for the most part, Yahweh is said to škn, dwell, emphasizing the temporary nature of his manifestations.”32
It is critical to recognize that with reference to both kings and the Lord
Jehovah, the verb yshb can be read as “sit enthroned,” even when the noun
for throne is not present. It is the essence of their condition that they reign,
and so “sitting” is not a pedestrian activity for them but a synonym for their
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status and a condition of rulership. How then can this inform our reading
of Isaiah 52:2 in which Zion or Jerusalem is told to “arise and yashab”? To
understand the passage in Isaiah 52:2, it is important to recognize that the
Lord’s status as the King of Israel and the King of the whole earth puts him in
a position to change the status of human beings, even to the point of setting
them upon a throne. A very moving and beautiful example of how the Lord
can lift someone from the dust to a throne is found in Hannah’s prayer in
1 Samuel 2:7–8: “The Lord maketh poor, and maketh rich: he bringeth low,
and lifteth up. He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit
the throne of glory: for the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s, and he hath set
the world upon them” (emphasis added).
This doctrinal insight, that with the intervention of the Lord even the
poor and beggars can be “set among princes” and “made to inherit the throne
of glory,” can open our eyes to the meaning of Isaiah 52:2 and to the imagery
of sitting down as a symbol for being exalted to a new condition by the power
of God. The King James Version does not do much with the verb yshb in its
translation and therefore leaves out layers of meaning in this passage: “Shake
thyself from the dust; arise, and sit down [yshb], O Jerusalem: loose thyself
from the bands of thy neck, O captive daughter of Zion.”
Other translations have attempted to bring in more of the contextually
informed meaning that is under consideration. The New International Version
reads: “Shake off your dust; rise up, sit enthroned [yshb], Jerusalem. Free yourself from the chains on your neck, Daughter Zion, now a captive” (emphasis
added). The International Standard Version takes a similar approach: “Shake
yourself from the dust and arise, and sit on your throne [yshb], O Jerusalem!
Loosen the bonds from your neck, O captive daughter of Zion” (emphasis
added). Blenkinsopp translates it: “Arise, shake yourself free of the dust. /
Jerusalem, ascend your throne [yshb]; / loose the bonds from your neck, / captive daughter Zion!”33 Longman reads it: “Shake off your dust; / rise up, sit
enthroned [yshb], O Jerusalem. / Free yourself from the chains on your neck,
/ O captive Daughter of Zion.”34 Lest one think that reading “sitting down
upon a throne” into yshb is a modern phenomenon, it is fascinating to note
that the Targum of Isaiah 52:2 reads the passage as “tyby `l kvrsy yqr’, ‘sit on
your glorious throne.’”35
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“Sitting Enthroned”: Implications beyond the Old Testament

What are the doctrinal implications from such a small variation in translation? This culturally and contextually informed reading of yshb in Isaiah 52:2
has relevance beyond this verse alone. It gives us tools to think more deeply
about places in which humans are lifted up from dust to glory, places where
individuals are exalted and invited to sit down upon a throne. Rather than
merely being the reversal of a negative situation (dust and captivity)—a
reversal that is perhaps symbolic of justification and leaving sin—here “sitting
down” points instead to being added upon and entering into a glorious new
situation of enthronement and exaltation.
Thinking symbolically about Zion or Jerusalem being brought up from
the dust and captivity provides symbols for achieving exaltation and becoming joint heirs with Christ, because he also sat down in the kingdom at the
right hand of the Father. In Revelation 3:21, Christ promises that “to him that
overcometh will I grant to sit with me in my throne, even as I also overcame,
and am set down with my Father in his throne.” The breadth of this invitation is captured in Matthew 8:11, where the Savior explains that “many shall
come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac,
and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.”36 Once one understands “sitting down
in the kingdom of heaven” in the cultural context of God sitting enthroned
in the heavens, the promise of Revelation 3:21 takes on a very tangible form
of expressing the assurance of exaltation through Jesus Christ.
In Isaiah 52:2, Zion/Jerusalem is in a lowly state, captive and sitting in
the dust. It was not its own glory that brought it to an exalted throne but
accepting the Redeemer’s invitation to arise and sit enthroned. As Hannah’s
prayer in 1 Samuel 2:7–8 emphasizes, being lifted up to a glorified state
shows the glory of the Deliverer rather than human merit: “He raiseth up
the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set
them among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glory” (emphasis
added). Understanding the broader cultural and doctrinal meaning of being
brought to sit down in the presence of God gives additional insight into why
celestial rooms have chairs.
The passages that come to life with a more deeply contextual understanding of yshb in Isaiah 52:2 are not only these passages in the book of Revelation
and Matthew 8, but many doctrinally significant passages in the Book of
Mormon. Armed with this contextually informed sense of the meaning of
“sitting down” in the presence of God, new insights open up. In these texts,
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“sitting down” is tied to images of being with and like God—being in the
presence of the patriarchs, at the right hand of God; having white and spotless
garments; and living in a condition of peace. One can also see the sense of yshb,
which conveys permanence of condition and of residence. Without having to
argue that yshb lies behind “sitting down” in the Book of Mormon, the depth
and breadth of its usage in the Old Testament clearly informs the meaning of
“sitting down” in the kingdom of heaven. Another close connection we see
with Isaiah 52 in these Book of Mormon passages is the symbolic parallelism
between putting on “beautiful garments” and sitting down enthroned.
Alma poses the following question to the people of Zarahemla: “Do ye
suppose that [the unrepentant] can have a place to sit down in the kingdom of
God, with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob, and also all the holy prophets,
whose garments are cleansed and are spotless, pure and white?” (Alma 5:24;
emphasis added). In Gideon, Alma has more comforting words for a more
righteous people: “And may the Lord bless you, and keep your garments spotless, that ye may at last be brought to sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
and the holy prophets who have been ever since the world began, having
your garments spotless even as their garments are spotless, in the kingdom
of heaven to go no more out” (Alma 7:25; emphasis added). Alma’s prayer
for all those who have accepted the invitation to repent demonstrates his
confidence that they have spiritually arisen from the dust. He prays, “May
God grant unto these, my brethren, that they may sit down in the kingdom of
God; yea, and also all those who are the fruit of their labors that they may go
no more out, but that they may praise him forever” (Alma 29:17; emphasis
added). The sense of permanence in staying and remaining in this new and
exalted condition that is central to yshb is very clear in these passages.
In Alma 34:35–36, Amulek uses similar imagery of permanence and
sitting down regarding those who have not procrastinated the day of their
repentance. Those who do delay repentance will find that “the Spirit of the
Lord hath withdrawn from [them], and hath no place in [them] . . . because
the Lord hath said he dwelleth not in unholy temples, but in the hearts of the
righteous doth he dwell; yea, and he has also said that the righteous shall sit
down in his kingdom, to go no more out; but their garments should be made
white through the blood of the Lamb” (emphasis added). Alma echoes this
hope for his son Shiblon in Alma 38:15: “And may the Lord bless your soul,
and receive you at the last day into his kingdom, to sit down in peace” (emphasis added). Mormon likewise uses “sitting down” and the permanence of this
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state to frame his promise that “the Lord is merciful unto all who will, in the
sincerity of their hearts, call upon his holy name” (Helaman 3:27). This gives
hope that even when captive and in the dust, all can choose to “believe on the
name of Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God,” and thereby receive the power
of his deliverance and the power of his exaltation, which can exalt to a higher
status. “Lay[ing] hold upon the word of God” proves to be “quick and powerful” to lead God’s children across the “everlasting gulf of misery” and to “land
their souls, yea, their immortal souls, at the right hand of God in the kingdom
of heaven, to sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and with Jacob, and with all
our holy fathers, to go no more out” (Helaman 3:28–30; emphasis added).
In the Savior’s visit to the Americas, he actually quotes Isaiah 52:2 in
describing his redemption of Jerusalem and promises that it “shall be brought
to pass that which is written” (3 Nephi 20:36): “Shake thyself from the dust;
arise, sit down, O Jerusalem; loose thyself from the bands of thy neck, O captive daughter of Zion” (3 Nephi 20:37). Later in his visit the Savior uses the
same imagery of “sitting down” to describe the full change of status and condition of the Three Nephites, who were translated: “And for this cause ye shall
have fulness of joy; and ye shall sit down in the kingdom of my Father; yea, your
joy shall be full, even as the Father hath given me fulness of joy; and ye shall
be even as I am, and I am even as the Father; and the Father and I are one”
(3 Nephi 28:10; emphasis added). The promise of becoming “even as [Christ
is]” and “even as the Father” is, is the fullest possible sense of being exalted, or
lifted up, to a new status. While it is not clear that the term yshb lies behind
the text in the Book of Mormon, “sitting down” in this passage captures the
root concept of this verb, which “probably lies in the realm of change of location, especially in the case of persons. Shift to a lasting or even permanent
state appears to be in the foreground.”37
Obtaining this exalted and divine state and condition depends on our
being filled with charity and taking on the divine nature. This is clearly taught
in the Lord’s promise to Moroni. Moroni first acknowledges that “except men
shall have charity they cannot inherit that place which thou hast prepared in
the mansions of thy Father” (Ether 12:34). Then the Lord proceeds to console Moroni in the face of others’ weakness by using both the imagery of clean
garments and of sitting down: “And it came to pass that the Lord said unto
me: If they have not charity it mattereth not unto thee, thou hast been faithful; wherefore, thy garments shall be made clean. And because thou hast seen
thy weakness thou shalt be made strong, even unto the sitting down in the place
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which I have prepared in the mansions of my Father” (Ether 12:37; emphasis
added). Here it is even more explicit that the throne of glory to which we are
being invited is a way of being as much as a place to be.
Conclusion

Being exalted to sit upon the throne requires leaving behind the captivity
and dust of sin but also putting on the beautiful garments of righteousness
and sitting down upon the throne of God’s glorious and godly nature. In
Isaiah 52:1–3, this invitation is modeled with the invitation made to Zion:
“Awake, awake; put on thy strength, O Zion; put on thy beautiful garments,
O Jerusalem, the holy city: for henceforth there shall no more come into
thee the uncircumcised and the unclean. Shake thyself from the dust; arise,
and sit down, O Jerusalem: loose thyself from the bands of thy neck, O captive daughter of Zion. For thus saith the Lord, Ye have sold yourselves for
nought; and ye shall be redeemed without money.”38
We all find ourselves captive, having sold ourselves for naught. Our
Redeemer invites us to “arise from the dust” (2 Nephi 1:14) and to “shake off
the awful chains by which [we] are bound” (2 Nephi 1:13). But in addition to
liberating us from the bondage of sin, he also invites us to sanctify ourselves,
to “put on [our] beautiful garments” and to sit down upon the throne of godliness and righteousness (see Isaiah 52:1–2). As we become like him and take
on the divine nature, we prepare ourselves to fulfill Christ’s injunction: “Sit
down in the kingdom of my Father; . . . and ye shall be even as I am, and I am
even as the Father; and the Father and I are one” (3 Nephi 28:10; emphasis
added).
Just as we are invited to put on “robes of righteousness,” external representations of an internal state, so the “throne” upon which God sits and reigns
is the throne of his righteousness and holiness.39 The Psalmist taught that
“righteousness and judgment are the habitation of his throne” (Psalm 97:2)
and that “God sitteth upon the throne of his holiness” (Psalm 47:8). As we
overcome the natural man, leaving behind the dust and captivity of sin, and
are lifted up to become righteous and holy through faith and repentance, we
can receive the Christ’s exalted promise to us: “Sit with me in my throne,
even as I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne”
(Revelation 3:21).
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“The youth of the Church are hungry for the things of the Spirit;
they are eager to learn the gospel, and they want it straight, undiluted.”

rother Howard enjoys teaching his students, and his students look forward to coming to class because they know they will learn important
gospel truths. But there is a problem: students are not reading their scriptures
as often or as carefully as they should. After careful consideration, Brother
Howard decides to encourage students to complete their daily scripture reading by assigning course grades based, in part, on how often they read, and
giving students daily quizzes that ask them to recall information from their
reading. Brother Howard also plans a series of rewards if students complete
their reading for a set number of days. The rewards include games, parties,
and free time. He feels like this will provide a balanced approach for motivating his students to complete their daily scripture reading. A “carrot” and a
“stick,” so to speak.
Across the hall, Sister Marshall’s classroom is similar to Brother Howard’s
insofar as they work hard to learn the gospel and she and her students enjoy
being together. Sister Marshall also notices that students are not reading as
frequently or as carefully as they should. In response, Sister Marshall thinks
about the value of scripture and what it can do for her students. She decides
RE · VOL. 19 NO. 1 · 2018 · 119–37
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to encourage them to read more frequently and more diligently by helping
them see the power of scripture. In class, Sister Marshall talks more often
about the experiences she is having in her own scripture study and invites
students to do the same. She also gives them examples of when she has felt
close to Heavenly Father as she reads, and explains how scripture seems to
be giving her the strength to do things that she could never do before, like
forgive past wrongs. As she teaches, Sister Marshall makes it a point to draw
attention to how scripture and scripture reading are influencing her and her
students and provides a few minutes in class for students to share how scripture makes them feel.
With regard to motivating youth to read scripture, what distinguishes
these two classrooms? It is not the teachers’ sincerity, knowledge of the gospel, or their love for their students. It is not the students’ abilities, sense of
responsibility, or testimony. The biggest difference between Brother Howard
and Sister Marshall’s classrooms is the motivational contexts, specifically the
way they think about motivation and the techniques they use to motivate
their students to read scripture. On the one hand, Brother Howard attempts
to motivate students to engage in the mental, emotional, and spiritual work
of scripture reading in ways that may be unrelated to scripture reading, such
as grades, games, quizzes, parties, and so forth. Sister Marshall, on the other
hand, thinks about motivating students to read scripture by highlighting the
value of scripture, scripture reading, and its influence in her and her students’
lives.
Background and Review of Key Constructs

This paper focuses on principles and practices for motivating youth to read
scripture. It is informed by recent research into religious youths’ motivations
for scripture literacy.1 After reading this research, we wondered how we could
operationalize in a gospel context the identified principles of motivation.
Because the study was intended for a nonreligious, academic audience, one of
the issues we faced in writing this paper was making the research applicable
for Latter-day Saint religious educators.2 Our approach was to identify specific literacy practices that religious educators could use to motivate youth to
read scripture in ways that fit comfortably within a Latter-day Saint context
and simultaneously cohered with the principles of motivation in the original
article. Because the present paper represents a complex conceptual task that
could be informed by various theoretical perspectives, framing how we think
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about key constructs, such as literacy, scripture literacy, and motivation for
literacy, provides insight into our inclusion of the practices examined in the
heart of this paper.
Literacy and Scripture Literacy

We conceptualize literacy in this paper from social and cultural perspectives.
Social and cultural theorists argue that knowledge is “out there” in the world,
waiting to be constructed.3 From this perspective, knowledge is not simply
transferred from one object or person to another. Nor do people impose
meaning on objects. Meaning comes into existence as we interact with the
people, events, ideas, and objects in our environments. Social and cultural
theorists maintain that people are agentive and interact with their environments to construct meaning. This interaction, or “collision of the organism
and the environment,”4 produces new understanding that can transform the
way we think and experience the world. Lev Vygotsky explained the process
of constructing knowledge as “active adaption to the external world.”5 From
a social and cultural perspective, if there is no interaction between us and our
surroundings, then there is no production of knowledge, no construction of
meaning, and no literacy.
Traditionally, literacy has been understood, in part, as the ability to read.
However, sociocultural perspectives maintain that there is more to literacy
than saying words in print. Literacy is about how we use language to construct knowledge and how that knowledge and its production align with our
social and cultural purposes, values, experiences, and contexts. This means
that literacy is always locally informed social practice and, therefore, “a function of the . . . context and culture in which it occurs.”6 Reading the same text,
for example, in different spaces for different purposes can alter the manner
of our reading, the meaning that we make, and the use to which we put the
meaning we have made. Therefore, literacy is a social and cultural tool for
constructing knowledge with specific texts, for specific purposes, in specific
contexts.7 Due in large part to the body of research that positions young people’s literacy learning as social practice, we now have a clearer understanding
of how youth use literacy to take hold of their lives, negotiate complex social
spaces, navigate complex texts, and use language to position themselves and
others as insiders and outsiders.8
With regard to scripture literacy, we view it as a special type of knowledge production that privileges the construction of meaning of sacred texts as
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informed by the beliefs, experiences, traditions, and practices that are valued
in specific religious contexts. Because we also conceptualize scripture literacy
as sociocultural practice, reading sacred texts in one religious setting may be
different than reading them in other religious settings. For example, reading scripture like a Mormon may be different than reading scripture like a
Methodist,9 or a Muslim, or a Catholic, based on each faith’s commitments,
histories, practices, and traditions. Moreover, how one is expected to read
scripture across different congregations within a single faith may vary as well,
based on the social and cultural nature of the congregations. For example,
reading the Book of Mormon in a Fijian village may be different than reading
it in a Maryland branch or a Salt Lake City ward.
Even within a single congregation, scripture literacy can look very different from one setting to another. Sunday School may privilege one type of
reading. Sacrament meeting another. Young Men another. And the sisters in
Relief Society may have a special way of reading scripture not shared by the
elders in their quorum. The point is that as social contexts, purposes, and
expectations shift, so too can socially acceptable methods and goals for reading scripture. In the end, there is no best way to read scripture; instead, how
we read is a matter of social practice.
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Readers also bring their interests and attitudes about reading, and their preferences for certain types of texts. All of these come to bear upon how, and for
the purpose of this article, why, readers engage with texts, including scripture.
Texts refer to the nature of the material that readers navigate to construct
meaning. These can include audio, digital, and print texts. With regard to
their influence on motivation for literacy, texts contain certain vocabularies,
language registers, features, structures, and genre conventions that can affect
readers’ willingness to engage with them. Texts also have specific discourse
patterns, syntax, graphic representations, and varying degrees of conceptual
clarity and unity. Any and all of these text characteristics can influence readers’ motivations for engaging with them, in specific contexts.
At one level, contexts can refer to the instructional settings in which
literacy and learning activities occur.13 We might call this instructional environment “activities in context”14 because it represents a more immediate
setting for literacy learning that can include and be informed by social relationships, the arrangement of the physical classroom space, and the purposes
of classroom literacy instruction. Activities in context can also include specific instructional activities and the classroom’s cultural norms. At another
level, contexts can represent the larger cultural and historical environments in
which readers, texts, and activities interact to inform motivation for literacy.

Motivation explains why we do what we do, or our reasons for (in)action.10
Historically, motivation researchers have tended to view motivation for literacy as a psychological construct aimed at explaining individuals’ engagement
with their worlds and texts by examining their cognitive states.11 However,
viewed as a social and cultural construct, motivation for literacy becomes
more than individuals’ cognitive states. From a sociocultural perspective,
motivation for literacy attends to interpersonal and environmental factors
that arise from social, cultural, and historical experiences that influence
why we engage with texts. We conceptualize motivation for literacy in this
paper as a sociocultural construct and operationalize it by situating it as the
dynamic processes through which readers interact with texts through a variety
of literacy activities within specific instructional and other social contexts.12
Readers, for example, bring their entire lifetime of experiences with them
as they engage with texts. These include their experiences with various texts,
their different purposes for reading and their reading abilities, as well as their
vocabulary knowledge, knowledge of the world, and their reader identities.
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Motivation for Literacy

Youth are motivated to read scripture because it makes them feel loved and gives them a sense of peace,
comfort, and security.
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These larger contexts can include broad economic environments, political climates and dynamics, and institutional policies and practices.
Together, this model represents a sociocultural conception of motivation
for literacy, signaling that motivation does not reside solely in the individual;
rather, motivation for literacy can be informed my several factors, such as the
reader, the text, the activities and activities in context, and the larger social
and cultural contexts. As such, motivation for literacy may be “less a static and
singular feature of . . . an individual, and more a feature of the texts and contexts . . . [that youth experience].”15 Informed by sociocultural views of literacy,
scripture literacy, and motivation for literacy, this paper examines principles
and practices for motivating youth to read scripture within a Latter-day Saint
instructional context.
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stronger relationship with God, the Father; his Son, Jesus Christ; and
the Holy Ghost.
Security, comfort, and love: Youth are also motivated to read scripture
because it makes them feel loved and gives them a sense of peace, comfort, and security.

Although these principles can stand alone as guides for developing specific approaches for motivating youth for scripture literacy, we believe they
are more advantageous to teachers and students when thought of as features
of an interconnected motivational framework. In the rest of this section, we
describe each of the principles in more detail and demonstrate how Latterday Saint religious educators might use them in their classrooms to motivate
students to read scripture.

Motivating Latter-day Saint Youth for Scripture Literacy

Although “religion is a significant presence in the lives of American teenagers”16 and by and large religious youth read religious texts, precious little
research has sought to explore the motivations that drive religious youth to
read these texts. Often we assume youths’ motivations, or draw inferences
about what might motivate them to read religious texts based on anecdotal
information or our personal experiences with them. This paper goes beyond
these approaches by examining what drives religious youth to read scripture
using a fivefold motivation for scripture literacy framework.17 We use READS
as a simple mnemonic to help remember the key features of the framework:
•
Religious knowledge: Religious youth are motivated to read scripture
because they want to develop their religious knowledge by learning
about their religious traditions and the lessons they feel scripture has
to offer them.
•
Endure life’s challenges: Youth are motivated to read scripture because
they believe it can give them the strength to endure the challenges they
face and prepare them for the challenges ahead.
• Application to life: Religious youth also read scripture because they feel
it can show them how to become certain types of people and how to
live their lives in accordance with the principles and standards of their
faith.
•
Divine connections: Youth are motivated to read scripture because
they believe it connects them to divinity and helps them develop a

Religious Knowledge

Because scripture is inspired by God, we believe we should read it and that
it has important things for us to learn. In fact, one of the primary reasons
we read scripture is to learn what it has to teach. Sometimes we might be
tempted to look beyond scripture to motivate youth to read it, like Brother
Howard did. Given the character of our youth, this might be a mistake. We
do not have to sneak up on them with the gospel or entertain them with elaborate lessons. Youth in the Church want the gospel. And they want it directly.
“The youth of the Church,” President J. Reuben Clark said, “are hungry for
the things of the Spirit; they are eager to learn the gospel, and they want it
straight, undiluted.”18 Learning as motivation is a simple yet profound principle of motivation for scripture literacy that can transform youths’ gospel
learning and the development of their faith.
In our classrooms we might consider explicitly teaching students skills
for developing scripture knowledge and highlighting the various ways that
that knowledge is being developed. We must be clear, however, about the
types of religious knowledge that students are developing and how and why
that knowledge is an important part of what it means to be a member of a
particular congregation or community of Saints.
If, for example, mastery of factual knowledge is privileged, then teaching
students some skills for developing a clearer understanding of what is happening, when, and to whom could increase the religiosocial bonds among
the youth and their community. It could also motivate them to read scripture
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because they would see how the knowledge they are developing is the type
of knowledge valued within their religious community. The same is true for
congregations that value the development of scriptural interpretations or
privilege the ability to analyze scripture passages to identify gospel principles
embedded in the stories. Therefore, before we teach youth generic scripture
study skills, we want to be sure that the types of skills we teach them to learn
from scripture are developing the types of knowledge that are, or can be,
important to them.
As we teach youth scripture study skills designed to help them develop
the types of knowledge that mean the most to them in their religiocultural
settings, then we are not only helping them develop the types of religious
knowledge that they and others close to them value but are building motivation in them for reading scripture. In this way, scripture can become a tool
for reinforcing the most important relationships in their lives because students could learn the skills to develop the “right” types of knowledge from
reading it.
If youth can be motivated to read scripture because of what they learn
from it, then we could draw attention to the manner in which knowledge is
being produced. We could recognize when students are learning by explaining how they learned something or what they did to understand scripture. For
example, we could draw attention to the times students learn through analysis, synthesis, recognition of patterns, identification of principles, application
of principles, rereading, pondering, asking questions, talking with others,
making connections, solving problems, and so forth. We might say,
•

•

•

“Notice how Tom reread that verse at least four times until he felt he
was ready to move on to the next one. Did you notice how each reading was a little different? Each time he seemed to draw attention to
different words and read at different speeds. Tom, could you tell us
how rereading influenced your understanding of the verse?”
“Stephanie’s understanding of the key phrase seems to have shifted
when she read the sentences before and after it. Stephanie, talk to us
about how you used context to understand what you were reading.”
“That question seemed to drive our learning today. We kept going
back to it as we read the passage, wondering how it might influence
our understanding of Lehi’s love for his family. Sometimes holding a
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question in our minds gives us focus and encourages us to think more
carefully.”
“Anna seemed to be really wrestling with that idea. She read the passage,
looked up the footnote, talked to a neighbor, and then she seemed to
just think about it. Anna, could you talk to us about how you figured
that out and what you think you should do next?”

These suggestions highlight what is being learned—and how—in the
moment that it is occurring. In a few well-placed phrases, we can explicitly
show students that they are learning, what they are learning, and how they are
learning, which can make their development of knowledge and faith more
transparent. Over time, this approach to motivation for scripture literacy can
demystify students’ scripture learning and give them the time and space to
see how much they are learning and how much closer they are drawing to the
Lord, which can encourage them to read more regularly and carefully in class
and on their own.
Endure Challenges

Being a teenager—even a religious teenager—can be complex.19 Although
religious youth appear to be doing well on many metrics compared to their
nonreligious peers,20 they are not immune to the stressors that can complicate
and confuse teenage life. When things seem particularly challenging, one of
the tools religious youth have to support themselves is scripture. In our gospel
classrooms, we can tap into the power of scripture to help young people see
how it can give them the strength to endure the challenges they are facing and
perhaps prepare them for the challenges that will come.
One way to regularly highlight the power of scripture in students’ lives
is to establish a simple routine in which students are invited to reflect on
their recent experiences with scripture, searching for and lingering over those
moments when they felt a renewed sense of strength, resolve, or faith that
allowed them to more clearly understand or more surely endure the challenges
before them. For example, “Think of a time when scripture made you feel
strong. What was that like? How did you feel? What was happening in your
heart?” It is important that youth have opportunities to identify moments
when scripture gave them the strength they needed to endure. It is equally
important that youths’ subsequent scripture reading—and their lives—be
informed by these experiences. If they can remember the power scripture has
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given them, then “when the devil shall send forth his mighty winds, yea, his
shafts in the whirlwind, yea, when all his hail and his mighty storm shall beat
upon [them]” (Helaman 5:12) our young people will have a chance, through
their faith and the Lord’s grace, to weather the storm.
Because not all youth will know how to find strength to endure from
scripture, we may need to teach them. As they prepare to read scripture, we
might invite students to think about the tensions, troubles, and challenges
in their lives and to keep these in mind as they read, seeking the Lord’s direction to know how to manage them and, if necessary, bear them. We might
also encourage students to pray as they read to explicitly find direction, comfort, and strength to endure their challenges. Because God can speak to us
through scripture, we could invite youth to listen for his voice as they read. As
Heavenly Father speaks to them, his love and guidance will give them power,
enabling them to find their way through the troubles they face, more clearly
understand the purposes of the challenges before them, and find peace as they
come to realize that God, as their Father, will forever keep them close to his
heart even when they might feel that they are alone. This can be a powerful
reason for youth to read and stay engaged in scripture.
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like the people they read about in scripture: Nephi, Jacob, Mary, Eve, Mosiah,
Adam, Rachel, Ruth, and Rebekah.
When Josie was about eight-years-old, she asked if she could have
“Rebekah” as her middle name. At some level, she had fallen in love with
Rebekah and wanted to be like her. She wanted her name! For the next few
months a picture of Rebekah hung near Josie’s bed and when Eric put her to
bed he whispered, “Sweet dreams, Josie Rebekah.” Because many of our youth
have had similar experiences, the people in scripture are more than characters
in a book. They are friends, mentors, and guides that can stay with them for
a lifetime.
Being clear about how applying scripture can help them become like the
people they love and admire can motivate students to read scripture with
more effort and a clearer focus. In our classrooms, we might help the people
we read about become more real by trying to understand them more fully.
Specifically, we can invite students to do the following:
•

Application to Life

A third principle of motivating youth for scripture literacy is to make scripture applicable to their lives. For their part, youth must feel like they are able
to do something meaningful with what they learn from scripture. Recently,
Eric’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Josie, came home from seminary and told him
about Abraham being commanded to sacrifice his son, Isaac. Eric asked her,
“Why do you think this matters? Why do you think you studied this?” She
said, “Because sometimes the Lord needs us to do hard things.” As they talked,
he thought about how good it felt that his daughter understood that messy,
complicated, and ostensibly unfair experiences were nothing to be afraid of or
get angry about. They also talked about how difficult this must have been for
Abraham and Isaac, and how they could draw strength from their strength.
It may be a cliché to ask youth, “How can we apply this to our lives?” but
the concept of application can motivate youth to put forth the time and effort
to read scripture in the ways that it needs to be read. When we invite youth
to apply scripture, the implicit message is that it will influence who they will,
or can, become. And who do our youth want to be? Many of them want to be
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•

•

•

Empathize with the characters’ experiences. What might Nephi have felt
like when he realized that his brothers took pleasure in his sorrow?
What would you be thinking about if you were with Lehi and Nephi
in a Lamanite prison? How do you think you would feel if you were
Leah, in desperate need of Jacob’s love?
Ask the characters questions. What would you like to ask Chief Captain
Moroni about his war strategies? We just read about Eve eating the
fruit. What are you curious about? Ask her a question. The Savior just
finished the Sermon on the Mount. What do you want to ask him?
What do you want to ask the people who were there?
Describe what they think the characters were like. We know so little
about Teancum. How do you imagine him? What do you think he
looked like? What do you think he sounded like in battle? What
do you think he was like as a father? Knowing what we know about
Teancum, what do you think he was like as a friend?
Engage in invented conversations with the characters. Let’s take a
moment to reflect on what we know about Mary. What do you think
it would be like to talk with her? How do you think you would feel
spending time with her? What do you think she would want to talk
about?
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•

Identify what they love about the characters. What do you love about
Rebekah? What impresses you most about Peter? What do you admire
about Isaac?
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With a deeper understanding of and appreciation for the people they
read about in scripture, students can develop a clearer sense of the types of
people they want to become, which can motivate them to live what they are
learning from scripture. Furthermore, we all have imagined “future selves”
that can encourage us to become better people. When we invite youth to
apply scripture, we extend the invitation to be better and to become more like
their best “future selves.” It would behoove us to talk less about generic application of scripture and offer more explicit invitations for students to apply
what they are learning to their lives. We might ask,
•

•

•

“How can living this commandment help you become the person that
you want to become?”
“How can this experience help you become the type of person who
would feel comfortable in the Savior’s presence?”
“How could living this principle help you become someone who could
more clearly hear the whisperings of the Holy Ghost?”

Closely connecting scripture reading with becoming the people that they
want to become can motivate students to apply the lessons they learn from
scripture to their lives.
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Divine Connections

Because God can speak to us through scripture, we could invite youth to listen for his voice as they read.

The heart and soul of religion may be the development of our relationship
with divinity. In fact, developing a personal relationship with the Savior
may be the most important thing we can do. The late Elder James E. Faust
explained that “having such a relationship can unchain the divinity within
us, and nothing can make a greater difference in our lives as we come to know
and understand our divine relationship with God.”21 We believe that youth
in the Church understand the connection between reading scripture and
drawing close to God. President Spencer W. Kimball said that to narrow the
distance between himself and divinity he would “immerse [himself ] in the
scriptures.”22 As a tool for drawing close to the Lord, scripture may be one of
the most promising, and certainly one of the most motivating. As the understanding that can make the greatest “difference in our lives” as Latter-day
Saints, knowing divinity clearly deserves special attention as a way to motivate youth for scripture literacy.
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In our classrooms we could use two broad approaches: teach students to
find divinity in scripture and help them recognize when they are developing a
relationship with divinity through scripture. First, to help students find God
and Christ in scripture, we could make running lists of responses to important questions that we keep posted on the walls to help youth learn specific
things about divinity. For example, we could invite students to look for the
following as they read:
•
•
•

•

How does Heavenly Father talk to his children?
How does Heavenly Father feel about his children?
What are the characteristics of divinity? (What is God like? What is
Christ like? What is the Holy Ghost like?)
Which passages help me feel the Lord’s love?
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“I get excited every time I start the Book of Enos because I love reading
about Enos’s experience with the Lord. I feel closer to Heavenly Father
when I see how invested he is in Enos’s life. I feel like, at some level, he
wants to be in my life like that too.”

Once we have shown students how to recognize when they are drawing
closer to the Lord during their scripture reading, we can invite them to do it
as they read, and then develop simple classroom routines that allow them to
share and learn from each other how their relationships with divinity develop
through scripture reading. Drawing students’ attention to how they are developing relationships with divinity creates a place for youth to be more aware of
the role scripture plays in knowing and loving the Lord.
Security, Comfort, and Love

We would certainly want to model how to find responses to these questions as we read scripture and invite students to keep these questions in their
minds as they read. We might also invite students to add to these lists as they
identify possible responses, and take time periodically to discuss what has
been added and perhaps identify themes that might shed additional light on
students’ developing relationship with divinity. We could say, “It looks like
you’ve added some important responses to ‘Which passages help me feel the
Lord’s love?’ Let’s take a minute to review the list and look for patterns across
the passages.” Regularly returning to the lists through conversation and analysis sends a message: These things matter! This approach can help students
develop the spiritual tools for nurturing their relationship with divinity and
engaging more readily with scripture.
Second, in addition to helping students find divinity in scripture, we
can help them recognize when and how they are developing a relationship
with divinity through scripture. As teachers, we could set the stage for this by
regularly sharing brief moments that focus on how experiences with specific
passages have drawn us closer to the Lord.
•

“As I was looking closely at the words Lehi uses to talk to Laman and
Lemuel, I began to wonder what it must be like for Heavenly Father to
watch me make poor decisions so often. I’m grateful for his mercy and
the moments of grace that I feel from him.”

Thus far we have seen how youth can be motivated for scripture literacy by
the knowledge they can develop from scripture, by the strength it can give
them to endure the challenges they face, by the way scripture can be applied
to their lives, and by its ability to connect them to divinity. Religious youth
are also motivated to read scripture because of how it makes them feel. In religious settings youth are often taught to pay attention to their feelings as a way
of understanding religious truths. It seems reasonable, then, that youth have
learned to associate positive feelings with scripture and that these feelings
can influence their desire to read it. Helping youth identify the feelings of
comfort, love, hope, joy, happiness, and so forth that they are experiencing—
or can experience—as they read scripture can motivate them for scripture
literacy.
In our classrooms, we could motivate students to read scripture by helping them recognize the positive and powerful feelings that scripture brings
into their hearts. Specifically, we might ask questions that invite them to feel.
President Henry B. Eyring provided an example of the contrast between questions that invite factual responses and those that invite students to feel truth.
He said:
Here is a question that might not invite inspiration: “How is a true prophet recognized?” That question invites an answer which is a list, drawn from memory of
the scriptures and the words of living prophets. Many students could participate
in answering. Most could give at least a passable suggestion. And minds would be
stimulated. But we could also ask the question this way, with just a small difference:
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“When have you felt that you were in the presence of a prophet?” That will invite
individuals to search their memories for feelings.23

Feelings can invite inspiration and confirmation of truth. In our experience, the Spirit often whispers truth to our hearts through feelings of security,
comfort, love, hope, and peace. As we invite youth to feel scripture, we are
encouraging them to read with their hearts, which can help them recognize
truth in personally meaningful ways. To help them experience how scripture
can invite them to feel, we could ask students to consider the following:
•
•
•

How does scripture help you feel safe?
How does reading scripture give you hope?
When does scripture make you feel loved?

The alert teacher will also watch for opportunities when students are
touched by a verse of scripture, or when the teacher personally feels a spiritual witness of the power of the verses being discussed. At such times we must
be willing to identify that the Spirit is present. We might say, “I am feeling
the Spirit now.” Or ask, “What are you feeling right now?” or, “Are you feeling the Holy Ghost as we read these words?” Identifying when the Spirit is
present can increase students’ sensitivity to the Spirit in their own scripture
learning.
We could also identify how we know when the Spirit is present. We could
say, “I know the Spirit is here because I feel peaceful about the verse and what
it implies for my journey with the Lord,” or, “I know I’m feeling the Spirit
because my mind seems clear and I feel ready to listen to what he has to tell
me.” Closely related to the previous point, we might also identify what the
Spirit is doing when he is present. He can confirm truth, bring peace, guide,
chastise, or draw us to God and Christ. In our classrooms, as we are sensitive
to the workings of the Spirit, we can learn to identify what the Spirit is doing
when he is present:
•

•

•

“The Holy Ghost is helping me understand the importance of something that happened recently with my son.”
“The Spirit is reminding me how important it is to be kind, especially
to those whom I sometimes struggle with.”
“The Holy Ghost is calling me to repentance. He’s helping me see what
I need to change in my life.”
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When we have demonstrated how to recognize the presence and influence of the Spirit, we may invite students to share when they are feeling
the Spirit, how they know, and what he is whispering to them. As we work
together to learn how to recognize the feelings we are having as we read and
discuss scripture and how the Spirit is working on us to draw us to God, then
we are creating a space in which youth may be more willing and able to read
scripture with renewed effort and skill. When this happens, students are more
likely to want to read scripture on their own and have things to say about it
because of the way it makes them feel.
Conclusion

Motivation for scripture literacy is not simply about individual cognitive
states, or games, or rewards, or grades. It is a matter of the texts and activities that we use and our social and cultural contexts. And in many cases, it is
also a matter of the heart. It behooves religious educators in the Church to
pay more attention to the social and cultural nature of scripture literacy and
the motivations that drive it. Motivation for scripture literacy should not be
an “add-on” to a lesson, or something “extra” we do to get students excited.
Instead, we might think of motivation for scripture literacy as a regular and
important part of what we do every day. Motivation for scripture literacy is
a way of thinking, talking, and being in a gospel classroom to nurture students’ relationships with scripture—and through that, their relationships
with Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ—much like Sister Marshall did when
she spoke openly and intentionally about her experiences with scripture and
encouraged her students to do the same.
If we desire young people to continue developing in their faith, motivation
for scripture literacy is key, in part because reading scripture in adolescence
can influence religious commitment in adulthood.24 Clearly, reading scripture does not inevitably produce highly committed Latter-day Saints, but in
combination with other factors, becoming literate with scripture can have
profound implications for youths’ religiosity as they enter adulthood. In the
end, the attention that we give to motivating young people to read scripture
can turn into an important legacy in the development of their gospel knowledge and their faith.
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It is important for religious educators to properly understand how Jews, especially ancient Jews, understood
the oral law in order to help students gain a greater appreciation for the world in which Jesus lived.

ne of the primary characteristics of modern Judaism, as it developed
from its earliest forms, is the acceptance of what is commonly known
as the oral law.1 Over the thousands of years of Jewish/Christian interaction and discourse, Christians—including Latter-day Saints—have tried to
understand the oral law and how it relates to their own beliefs and practices.
In the historical relationship between Christianity and Judaism, this has
sometimes led to the propagation of anti-Semitic beliefs, even unknowingly.
When teaching about Judaism, whether in the context of the New Testament
or world religions, it is important for Latter-day Saint teachers and religious
educators to properly understand how Jews, especially ancient Jews, understood the oral law in order to help our students gain a greater appreciation for
the world Jesus Christ lived in and to better help them follow the advice of
Mormon and avoid “making game of the Jews” (3 Nephi 29:8). Because it is
addressed to our day (see Mormon 8:35), it is worth helping our students take
Mormon’s warning seriously.
Much of the difficulty in dealing with the oral law is centered in
Christianity’s sometimes troubled relationship with the written law. How
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to interact with the law of Moses, as found in the scriptures, is a question
that has concerned Christianity from the very beginning. In the Sermon on
the Mount, Jesus states, “Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or
the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil” (Matthew 5:17). This
statement by Jesus illustrates the important realization that the relationship
between Christianity and the law of Moses was not intended to be a destructive one. The difficulty here is figuring out what Jesus means by fulfill—what
parts of the law of Moses remain under the “new” law, and what parts are
“done away” (see 3 Nephi 9:19). This is not an easy question, and it is one that
is further complicated by a general ignorance of those things that are actually
part of the written law of Moses.
I have had numerous occasions as an instructor where I have asked about
the precepts of the law of Moses and received responses about the number of
steps it was acceptable to take on the Sabbath. This regulation is not actually
found in the written law of Moses, but comes from the oral law.2 Another
misconception that I have found from students is that the oral law contained
so many accretions that it had 613 commandments.3 This number of 613 was
reached not by some arbitrary decision by postscriptural Jews but instead by
counting up the commandments in the law of Moses as we have it today in
the Bible, a law that Latter-day Saints believe was given by God.4 A discussion
of Latter-day Saint views on the written law of Moses is in many ways outside
the scope of the present article, but these questions lay behind any discussion
of the oral law.5
Since The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints comes, in many
ways, from the broader Christian tradition, we have occasionally fallen prey
to negative characterizations of Judaism. There is, in fact, a sort of dichotomy
between how Judaism and Jewish tradition is portrayed in Latter-day Saint
thinking and discourse.6 A complete discussion is too large to discuss in this
article, but a few examples will suffice to illustrate this point. In a volume
discussing Latter-day Saint views on apostasy, Matthew J. Grey has recently
published an article on how Latter-day Saints characterize Judaism just before
the coming of Jesus Christ.7 Grey observes, “Along with ‘the Great (Christian)
Apostasy’ of the Middle Ages, LDS writers often depict intertestamental
Judaism as one of the deepest periods of spiritual darkness in human history.”8 Grey suggests part of these difficulties derive from Latter-day Saint use
of Victorian Protestant scholars such Frederick Farrar and Alfred Edersheim,
who present “Jesus as European Protestant (in both appearance and spiritual
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demeanor) who preached an ethical gospel of love.”9 This was then contrasted
with the Jewish (and by extension Catholic) belief that the proper interaction with God could contain elements of ritual law or ordinances.10 As Grey
shows, Latter-day Saints have occasionally adopted this view, in spite of our
view of the spiritual and salvific efficacy of ordinances.11 It is important to be
aware of this trend in older writing and thinking, in both Latter-day Saint
and non-Latter-day Saint sources.12
The other side of this is Latter-day Saint philo-Semitism. Because of our
perspective as being members of Israel, broadly defined, Latter-day Saints
feel a certain affinity for Judaism and Jewish ideas.13 This tendency has a history stretching all the way back to the earliest days of the Church and the
Restoration, when Joseph Smith went out of his way to study Hebrew, even
going so far as to hire a Jewish teacher.14 Jews have often been viewed as a
privileged audience for proselytizing and teaching efforts.15 That interest in
Judaism and the relationship between Jews and Latter-day Saints has not died
down.16 Bringing up this affinity and appreciation for Judaism and Jewish
practices is not intended as a condemnation of that appreciation. Indeed, I
think that is a good thing. It does, however, illustrate something of the two
often opposing ideas that inform Latter-day Saint thinking about Judaism. In
fact, the appreciation has often helped increase understanding and dialogue
on both sides. Understanding the oral law is a very important step in this process, since understanding this foundational aspect of Judaism will encourage
even greater consideration of the world of Judaism.
In this article, I make some comparisons between aspects of the Jewish
oral law and Latter-day Saint belief and practice. These comparisons are not
intended to suggest that the two things being compared are in any way the
same thing. Jewish law and thought developed along different paths than that
of Christianity and Mormonism, and so notions developed are not going to
be identical. Neither, however, are these comparisons intended to downplay
or trivialize Jewish perspectives. Indeed, part of the purpose of this article is
to help treat Judaism, in all its varieties and particulars, as a thing for itself and
not simply as an object for either ridicule or overweening praise. In order to
properly make comparison between Judaism and the Church, it is important
to start from a proper understanding of what Judaism is and what it does. The
comparisons with Latter-day Saint practice are, therefore, primarily intended
to show functional similarities as well as to provide space for thinking about
the ways in which both Latter-day Saints and ancient Jews approach and deal
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with many of the same difficulties. Both the differences and the similarities
can be very instructive, as they give students insight into ways in which God
reveals truth to all of his children.
This article begins with an examination of the sources that modern scholars and teachers have at their disposal for understanding rabbinic literature
and the oral law, as well as definitions of some distinctive Jewish terms. This
is followed by an example from the New Testament showcasing Jesus’s interaction with the version of the oral law practiced during his mortal ministry.
After this, the primary rabbinic sources of the oral law, the Mishnah and the
Talmud, are briefly described. Finally, several distinctive characteristics of the
oral law, such as polysemy and the rabbinic view on revelation through community and discussion, are addressed in order to show the key similarities and
differences and help build understanding.
Sources and Terms for Understanding the Oral Law

In order to better help students understand the oral law and Judaism for itself,
it will be helpful to explore what we know today about the Jewish oral law.
There are a number of ancient sources that discuss and present this law and
can help us to better understand its place in Jewish thinking, ancient and
modern. These include the New Testament itself, the historical writings of
the Roman-Jewish historian Josephus, and the final collected corpus of rabbinic oral law, known as the Mishnah and Talmud.17 Each of these presents a
slightly different perspective on the oral law. In this article, we will examine
these sources in order to clarify what the Jewish oral law is and show ways to
help students better understand both their own religious traditions and those
of other faiths.18
According to the ancient Jewish-Roman historian Josephus, the Pharisees
were one of the most prominent of the Jewish sects around the time of Jesus
Christ.19 This group plays an important role in the New Testament Gospels’
portrayal of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. Several prominent early
Christians were originally Pharisees, not the least of which was the Apostle
Paul (see Philippians 3:5). The Pharisees are also presented as some of Jesus’s
most ardent opponents, especially in the Gospel of Matthew.20 The portrayal
of the Pharisees in the Gospels is such that even the word “pharisee” has
acquired in English a secondary meaning of “self-righteous person, or hypocrite.”21 Although there were some legitimate disagreements between Jesus
and the Pharisees, this characterization is unfortunate. Jesus rejects certain
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aspects of the Pharisaic oral law, but keeps others, even acknowledging the
importance of keeping the oral law.22 It is especially unfortunate when the
New Testament characterizations of the Pharisees are applied first to rabbinic Judaism and then to Judaism more broadly, becoming something of a
breeding ground for anti-Semitic thinking, as has sometimes happened in the
Christian West.23
Rabbinic literature (and in many ways, rabbinic thinking) is grounded
in the production and understanding of halakhah. Halakhah, which comes
from a Hebrew word for walking, refers to Jewish legal decisions and law.24 It
is these legal discussions that rabbinic literature is most concerned with. The
Mishnah and the Talmud, which are the foundational documents of rabbinic
literature, are focused on discussing, analyzing, and interpreting halakhah.
The center of rabbinic Judaism is the Torah (in this case, this means both the
written and oral law), and, as such, it is primarily concerned with legal matters.25 This focus on law pervades all levels of rabbinic textual construction.
Even rabbinic biblical reading and interpretation, called midrash, seems to
have originated in a desire to associate and ground rabbinic halakhah in the
biblical world.26
Oral Law, New Testament, and Pharisees

Matthew and Mark preserve an account where Jesus has a disagreement with
certain Pharisees over the “traditions27 of the elders” (Matthew 15:1–9, Mark
7:1–13). The original disagreement in this section is over washing hands and
notions of purity among the Pharisees. Note that in 7:3 Mark indicates that
this tradition of washing hands was not unique to the Pharisees, but that all
the Jews followed this particular tradition. Mark does not present handwashing as a primarily Pharisaic innovation. In connection with this, it is clear
from Jesus’s discussion with the Pharisees that the handwashings, as such, do
not represent his primary difficulty with his Pharisaic opponents. In Mark
7:9, Jesus says, “Full well ye reject the commandment of God, that ye may
keep your own tradition.” In this instance, the problem for Jesus is not the traditions per se, but rather in the use of that tradition to turn aside the specific
commandment of God.
In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus responds to the questions of the Galilean
Pharisees28 about his lack of handwashing with a denunciation of another
part of Pharisaic interpretation: “For Moses said, Honour thy father and thy
mother; and, Whoso curseth father or mother, let him die the death: But ye
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say, If a man shall say to his father or mother, It is Corban, that is to say, a gift,
by whatsoever thou mightest be profited by me; he shall be free. And ye suffer
him no more to do ought for his father or his mother” (Mark 7:10–12). Here,
Jesus accuses the Galilean Pharisees of allowing the interpretive laws on the
annulling of oaths to overcome the stated intent of the law of Moses because
they could make an oath that dedicated their money to the upkeep of the
temple rather than to their parents. Jesus quotes Exodus 20:12 and 21:17 in
order to draw a contrast between the legal position of the Galilean Pharisees
and his own position. He brings in the concept of qorban,29 which originally
referred to a sacrificial gift, but by the Second Temple period had come to
mean a vow or offering.30 As presented in the New Testament, this is not so
much a denunciation of the oral law, as such, but a halakhic discussion on the
relationship between the oral and written law, and which takes precedence
over the other. Jesus allows for the oral law, but not at the expense of the written law.
In thinking about this story and what it tells us about the law, written
and oral, it should be noted that the close genetic connection between the
Pharisees and the later rabbinic movement is something that has previously
simply been assumed. However, Jacob Neusner and others have shown that
the picture offered by our ancient sources, both Jewish and Christian, is more
complex than that.31 Neusner observes that neither the New Testament, nor
Josephus, nor even the Mishnah is especially concerned with the “historical
character and doctrines of the Pharisees.”32 In addition, we have no document
deriving from the Pharisaic party itself. What we have is either very late, such
as the Mishnah, or from a different tradition, such as the New Testament.
With that in mind, however, it is sufficient to note that, although from what
we can tell the specifics of the oral law differ between the Pharisees and the
later rabbinic sages, both groups held to the importance of the oral law, as
such, and so there is some continuity. The differences should be enough to
warn us to be careful, while the similarities are sufficient to allow for broad
understanding of what the oral law is and what it does.
Mishnah and Talmud

The rabbinic sages called their version of the oral law the Mishnah. The word
Mishnah comes from a Hebrew root that means “to repeat or recite” and indicates the way that the Mishnah was transmitted and reproduced, pointing
to its oral nature. The Mishnah is a formal codification of various oral laws
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As a child, Jesus discussed both the written and oral law, as when he spoke with the doctors in the temple.
To help students appreciate the world in which Jesus lived, it is important to properly understand how
ancient Jews understood the oral law.
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and traditions that formed the core of rabbinic tradition. This collection can
provide intriguing insight into the New Testament and the concerns that
faced Jesus Christ and his immediate followers. According to tradition, the
Mishnah was compiled around AD 200 by Judah Ha-Nasi.33 Although the
text of the Mishnah as we have it today was compiled in the third century AD,
long after the time of Jesus Christ and the destruction of the Jerusalem temple,
it contains traditions that go back to even before the life of the Savior. Some
care must be exercised in using traditions from the Mishnah in understanding
earlier periods, but it is possible.34 Understanding what the Mishnah is and
how it works can help students better understand the important legal context
that fed into Jesus’s mortal ministry.
The Mishnah is divided topically into six orders, called sedarim in
Hebrew.35 These are Zera῾im (Seeds, dealing with agricultural laws), Mo῾ed
(Appointed Feasts), Nashim (Women), Neziqin (Damages), Qodashim (Holy
Things), and Ṭoharot (Purities, really a euphemism for impurities). These
orders are then subdivided, again by topic, into divisions commonly called
tractates (masseket in Hebrew). For example, the order of Mo‘ed is divided into
tractates covering topics as diverse as the laws governing Sabbath observance
(tractate Shabbat), the laws about festivals like Passover or Sukkot (tractate
Pesaḥim and Sukkah), and more obscure topics such as the appropriate eating and cooking of eggs around holidays and festivals (tractate Betzah). A
significant portion of the tractates centers around issues relating to the temple.36 Within each of the orders, the tractates are arranged according to size,
with the largest tractates coming before the shorter tractates. Each tractate
is then divided, like the scriptures, into chapters and verses. The individual
verse-level division is called a mishnah, although to avoid confusion it can
also be called a paragraph. Generally speaking, when capitalized, Mishnah
refers to the entire collection, while mishnah refers to an individual unit.
When citing the Mishnah, one usually quotes it as m. (for Mishnah), plus
the tractate, with the chapter and mishnah number. Thus, one could say m.
Berakhot 2:4. This is the format followed in this article.
The Mishnah became a source for commentary and legal discussion. This
commentary on the Mishnah is known as the gemara, from an Aramaic word
meaning “verbal traditions.” The Mishnah and its gemara taken together are
called the Talmud. Where the Mishnah is written in Hebrew, the gemara (and
so the bulk of the Talmud) is written in Aramaic. There are two Talmudic
collections, one compiled in Babylon and one in Roman Palestine. The one
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compiled in Roman Palestine is often called the Palestinian Talmud or the
Jerusalem Talmud. Between the Babylonian and Roman Palestinian collections, the Babylonian Talmud is the most important in Judaism, especially
since the medieval period.37 Generally speaking, unless otherwise specified,
“Talmud” refers to the Babylonian Talmud. Although the Talmud continues
the process begun in the Mishnah and so should also be understood as part
of the ongoing tradition of oral law within Judaism, it contains a wide variety
of non-halakhic material to support its halakhic arguments.38 The Talmud is
cited based on its tractate name and the folio page that the citation is found
on, such as b. Avodah Zarah 4b.39
Rabbinic Argumentation and Multiple Opinions

The Mishnah takes the form of a series of quotations from both named and
anonymous sages. One of the intriguing aspects for modern readers of the
Mishnah is that it often preserves a number of different opinions on a topic
without necessarily ruling which of these opinions is the correct one. This
acceptance of a plurality of voices is an essential characteristic of the Mishnah
and the later Talmud. It is rooted in some of the oldest traditions in the
Mishnah, the controversies between the House of Shammai and the House
of Hillel. According to the sages, these two Pharisaic schools disagreed on
many halakhic notions, and Mishnah preserves many of their disagreements.
There is a tradition in the Babylonian Talmud that illustrates this: “For three
years the House of Shammai and the House of Hillel differed. These ones
said, The halakhah is according to us and these ones said, The halakhah is
according to us. Then a heavenly voice40 came down and said, These and these
[i.e., both the opinions of the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai] are
the words of the Living God, but the halakhah follows the House of Hillel”
(b. Eruvin 13b).41 The sages are able to acknowledge that there is a “correct”
answer, so that the halakhah follows the House of Hillel, but also according
to the heavenly voice, both opinions are equally valid.
Jewish oral law itself rarely makes any statement on which opinion is the
“correct” one. The Mishnah is concerned with collecting various opinions,
not with presenting a single orthodox ruling.42 This trend is followed in later
Jewish writings—Judaism never develops an orthodoxy in the Christian sense.
This is something that is vital to remember when thinking about Judaism in
general—belief, as such, is not the primary determinant of membership in
the community. Although there are doctrines that would likely bar one from
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the Jewish community, determining correct doctrine has never been primary
in Jewish thinking.
Part of the reason behind this may come from the fact that the written
law in the scriptures seems to tolerate multiple opinions as well. As is well
known, the law of Moses, as recorded in the Bible, contains places that record
different laws. For example, Exodus 21:2 commands that released Israelite
slaves are to leave their masters without any additional property. On the other
hand, Deuteronomy 15:12–18 contains a slavery law parallel to the one in
Exodus, but Deuteronomy 15:13–14 commands that released slaves be given
property from their master’s property. The two laws on slavery have different provisions about whether the slave is to leave with or without property.
Although scholars today generally believe that this kind of legal duplication
and difference was the result of various sources and strands that were later
tied together, the ancient rabbinic sages were not historical-critical readers
of the scriptures.43 For them, the law of Moses came from God on Sinai, and
so the multiple voices in scripture were a divine feature to be explored and
understood, not something to be rejected and removed.
One of the solutions they found derives from the fact that ancient
Judaism (and therefore modern Judaism) is very much a religion focused on
the community, and so the voice of God is heard through the discussion of
the community. This is well-illustrated by a story about a halakhic dispute
over what is known as the oven of Akhnai in b. Baba Metzia 59b. The specific
halakhic disagreement is fairly technical and so will not be addressed in this
article.44 What matters for the current concern is that one sage, Rabbi Eliezer,
disagrees with the rest of the community about whether a specific kind of
oven is susceptible to uncleanness. R. Eliezer appeals to a variety of miracles
to prove his halakhic point. He causes a carob tree to uproot itself, a river to
go backwards, and the walls of the house in to cave in, each time asking God
to prove that the halakhah follows his reading. Eventually R. Eliezer appeals
to heaven (here a euphemism for God’s direct intervention), and the story has
the following conclusion:
A heavenly voice came down and said, “Why do you dispute with R. Eliezer, since
the halakhah agrees with him in every place.” R. Joshua stood up and said, “‘It [the
Law] is not in Heaven’ (Deut. 30:12).” What is meant by “It is not in Heaven?” R.
Jeremiah said, “Because the Law was already given at Mt. Sinai, we do not pay attention to a heavenly voice, since you already wrote in the Law at Mt. Sinai, ‘After the
majority to incline’ (Exodus 23:2).” R. Nathan met Elijah45 [the Prophet] and said
to him, “What did the Holy One, Blessed Be He, do at that same moment?” [Elijah]
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said to him, “He laughed and said, ‘My children have defeated me. My children have
defeated me.’” (b. Baba Metzia 59b)

This story has broad implications for understanding the relationship
between the Oral Law and the Written Law, and their place within the
Judaism of the sages.
In the course of the halakhic argument, a direct voice from heaven is
not sufficient to solve it.46 The reason given is that according to the written
law, which was understood by the rabbinic sages to have been given by God
through Moses, the law was not in heaven but was on the earth for humans
to live.47 Deuteronomy 30:11–14 makes the claim that God gave the law of
Moses for mortal individuals living on the earth. R. Joshua extends the biblical statement to the rabbinic process of legal interpretation, saying that since
God gave humans the law, he also gave to humans the ability to interpret that
law. The law is not in heaven, and therefore, the interpretation of the law is
also not in heaven, but in the hands of the authorized interpreters. For rabbinic Judaism, this means the rabbinic sages. The communal nature of this
interpretation is facilitated by R. Jeremiah’s deliberate misreading of Exodus
23:2. In the original context of Exodus, it is a command for judges to judge
fairly rather than to accept majority or mob rule. It is turned around by R.
Jeremiah to indicate the emphasis of the community in making legal decisions and scriptural interpretations.48
This does not mean, however, that the sages felt that the interpretation of
the scriptures and the law of Moses became somehow “of private interpretation.”49 For one thing, the emphasis on the interpretation by majority rule
protects against this. Additionally, the sages viewed their laws and traditions
as being in continuity with, and even deriving from, Moses and the revelation
at Mount Sinai. This is most clearly laid out in the mishnaic tractate Avot,
or “Fathers,” meaning the mishnaic sages.50 This tractate begins with a statement about the passing down of the rabbinic tradition: “Moses received the
Law from Sinai, and transmitted it to Joshua. Joshua [transmitted it] to the
Elders, the Elders to the Prophets. The Prophets transmitted it to the men of
the Great Assembly. They [the men of the Great Assembly] said three things:
Be measured in judgment, make many students, and make a fence for Torah”
(m. Avot 1:1). The chain then proceeds along various figures in the rabbinic
movement. There is a lot going on in this particular passage, but for the present purposes, it is sufficient to note that the sages conceived of their traditions
as being in direct continuity with the written law of Moses. This is in keeping
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with their notion of written and oral Torah. In the rabbinic perspective, the
written law and the oral law have the same source—God, through Moses on
Mount Sinai.51
The rabbinic sages were not unaware that their interpretations were
extrapolations of biblical law, not always the law itself. In one part of the
Mishnah, the anonymous voice in the Mishnah observes, “[The laws concerning] the release from vows spread out in the air, and they do not have anything
[from scripture] to support them.52 The laws of the Sabbath, pilgrimage festivals, and sacrilege are as mountains suspended from hairs—for they have little
Scripture and many laws. [The laws of ] cases and the Temple Service, purity
and impurity, and the forbidden sexual connections—these have much [from
scripture] to support them. They are the substance of the Law” (m. Hagigah
1:8). This particular passage is very revealing on the relationship between the
Mishnah and the scriptures. The Mishnah acknowledges that not all of the
various topics that it legislates on are all equally based on the scriptures.
The Mishnah should not, therefore, be thought of as commentary on the
Bible. It may be seen as biblical interpretation in the sense that the sages saw
their law as being in continuity with the biblical law of Moses, but it is not a
direct commentary on any particular part of the Bible. That more accurately
describes the Midrashim.53 For the present discussion, it is sufficient to note
that the mishnaic laws are not necessarily dependent on any specific biblical
law (although many are), and do not specifically claim to be.
This also means that when teaching students about the oral law, whether
in a New Testament context or otherwise, it is important to not set it wholesale against the Bible and presume that somehow the oral law adds to or takes
away from the written law (see Deuteronomy 4:2 and Revelation 22:19).
With an understanding of what the oral law is and does, these statements
make about as much sense as arguments against the Book of Mormon based
on the existing revelation in the Bible. Latter-day Saints often speak about the
ways in which the Book of Mormon is necessary to support and understand
the Bible.54 The sages make similar claims for the oral law. There is a story in
the Babylonian Talmud, in Shabbat 31a, illustrating this point. This is another
rabbinic tale about Hillel, one of the most famous of the sages and founder of
the school discussed previously. In this story, a man comes to Hillel and says
that he wants to convert to Judaism, but only with the written law and not
the oral law. Hillel assents and teaches him the Hebrew alphabet (preliminary to teaching him the Hebrew language and the scriptures written in that
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language). The next day the new convert comes back, and Hillel starts again
to teach him the alphabet but with the letters reversed. When the convert
protests, Hillel asks, “Do you not then need to rely on me [to learn Hebrew]?
Then also rely on me concerning the [oral law].”
This Talmudic story illustrates the rabbinic view of the interconnectedness of the oral and the written law, but also illustrates a key point in thinking
about the relationship between the oral law and the scriptures. This story
reminds readers that there is no such thing as an unmediated reading of the
scriptures. Every time people read the scriptures, they are influenced by their
own experiences, and we all need teachers and expositors to help us understand the often difficult words of the scriptures. The oral law represents the
attempts of the ancient Jewish sages to continue to make biblical law a lived
law in their own lives.
Oral Law and Audience

Another feature of the Mishnah that can be difficult for modern readers is that
it was intended for an insider audience of rabbinic Jews. Although the sages
presume to be speaking with authority for all of Judaism, the Mishnah itself
assumes knowledge about both rabbinic tradition and method. Sometimes
this means that the Mishnah makes reference to principles or ideas that are
not explored or explained within the text of the Mishnah.55 In connection
with this, halakhic literature, such as is found in the Mishnah and Talmud,
can be a very technical literature and often uses common terms in a very specific sense. In Herbert Danby’s excellent English translation of the Mishnah,
he includes a five-page appendix of terms that he does not translate from the
Hebrew, usually because they are technical terms within the halakhic discourse. This list includes terms such as demai, which refers to produce where
its tithed status is uncertain; erub, the boundary in which a Jew may travel on
the Sabbath; and midras, a specific kind of impurity based on items rendered
impure through sitting or riding.56
The other effect of presenting to an internal audience means that many
of the laws and discussions do not appear to have been initially intended
for an external non-rabbinic, let alone non-Jewish, audience. This helps to
explain the polysemy as well. The Mishnah and then the Talmud are modelling rabbinic methods of thinking and argumentation in addition to actually
recording some of those arguments. In other words, the Mishnah shows
not only what the rabbinic arguments for a given position are, but more
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importantly, they also show how those arguments are made and constructed.
The home of the sage is the schoolhouse, not the synagogue,57 and so the pedagogical element in the production and promulgation of the Mishnah and
Talmud should not be overlooked.
Oral Law and Legalism

Within this discussion of audience comes the point that one of the characteristics of rabbinic Judaism, as framed within the world of rabbinic literature,
is that it is primarily concerned with legal and ritual matters. It is, simply
put, a halakhic literature. Sometimes this can seem to the modern Latter-day
Saint reader unnecessarily complex and dealing with unimportant minutia. A
classic example of this is the enumeration of the thirty-nine classes of work
that are forbidden on the Sabbath (m. Shabbat 7:2). The rabbinic sages are
often interested in defining places where biblical law seems to them to be
unclear. Exodus 20:8–9 says, “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six
days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work.” For the sages, this leads to the
question “What counts as labor? What is work?” This is a key point in understanding what the Oral Law is trying to do. Often times the scriptures will tell
you what to do, sometimes they will tell you why, but very rarely will they tell
you how. The purpose of halakhic literature is to answer the question of how
one lives God’s law.
One of the most important dicta in all of rabbinic literature is “Make a
hedge around the Law” (m. Avot 1:1). The sages are sufficiently anxious about
breaking the law of Moses that they feel the need to clarify and explain what
is meant by the various concepts that surround the law. This is not, of course,
unique to rabbinic Judaism. I have sat in many a priesthood meeting listening
to discussion about which activities are specifically forbidden to perform on
the Sabbath. I have found it useful to illustrate the process of developing a
halakhic argument to students by framing the question, “It is it appropriate
to purchase something from a vending machine on Sunday?” The students
are often taken aback, but they soon warm to the discussion. They know that
they are to keep the Sabbath day holy, but the specifics of how to keep that law
requires some thinking through. Although it is based on different assumptions, and so comes to different conclusions, the desire to categorize and
explain the law in order to explain the how of keeping the commandments is
a core part of rabbinic discourse that is shared by Latter-day Saints.
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However, the desire of the sages to define and describe boundaries, combined with the New Testament statements against the Pharisees (which
are, as noted, considered the ancestors of the sages by both Judaism and
Christianity), provides much of the grist for accusations of rabbinic or Jewish
“legalism.” The rabbis, and Jews in general, are often accused of being concerned with only external performances. It should be noted, however, that
the sages did not view working through and promulgating halakhah to be an
exercise devoid of religious and spiritual meaning. This is well illustrated in
another Hillel story from Shabbat 31a in the Babylonian Talmud. In this tale,
someone comes to Hillel asking to be made a proselyte if Hillel can “teach
him Torah on one foot.” Hillel says to him, “What is hateful to you, do not
to your neighbor. This is the whole Law—the rest is commentary, go and
study.”58 This is, of course, rabbinic Judaism’s version of the Golden Rule, and
tells the reader much about how the Talmudic sages viewed themselves and
their notions of what the law was about. This story encourages a recognition
that the sages viewed their various legal statements and observations as having ethical value—they were all articulations and clarifications of what we
now call the Golden Rule. Elder Neal A. Maxwell of the Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles had this to say about the relationship between the spirit of
the law and the letter of the law:
One of the ironies which is fostered, at times innocently, in the Church, is the feeling we have that the spirit of the law is superior to the letter of the law because for
some reason it seems more permissive or less apt to offend others. The reverse is true.
The spirit of the law is superior because it demands more of us than the letter of the
law. The spirit of the law insists that we do more than merely comply superficially. It
means, too, that we must give attention to the things that matter most and still not
leave the others undone.59

Elder Maxwell reminds us to not denigrate the letter of the law since
our religion requires both the spirit and the letter, a position that occasionally, and perhaps ironically, opens us up to accusations of legalism from other
Christian groups.60
Conclusion

The oral law and its relationship with the development of Judaism represent one of the key distinctive points in Judaism, in both its historical and
modern expressions. Judaism, Jewishness, and law are notions that are integrated throughout all scripture, both ancient and modern. An examination
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of the hows and whys of the oral law points out both stark differences with
Latter-day Saint notions of scripture and law as well as important similarities.
The dedication of the ancient rabbinic sages to preserving and understanding God’s will created an environment that produced a singular literature
focused on legal matters, but also applying those legal matters to all aspects
of life. The acceptance of multiple voices and a priority given to revelation
through community served for the sages as ways to explicate how to live a
godly life. Although the conclusions that the ancient sages came to are often
times very different from those that Latter-day Saints and other Christians
have come to, the impetus behind these questions comes from a similar place.
Understanding where the ancient rabbinic sages are coming from can better help students appreciate this important expression of Judaism for itself.
This will better allow us to follow the Book of Mormon injunction to not
“make game” of Jews and Judaism, including those aspects that seem especially
strange or difficult to us. This in turn allows students to see the ways in which
Jesus Christ was both a part of and transcended the Jewish world in which he
lived, allowing us and our students to better understand the various ways in
which God speaks with his children.
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55 (1984): 27–53. For a nuance on the traditional narrative see Jacob Neusner, “‘PharisaicRabbinic’ Judaism: A Clarification,” History of Religions 12 (1973): 250–70; P. Schäfer,
“Der vorrabbinische Pharisäismus,” in Paulus und das antike Judentum, ed. M. Hengel and
U. Heckel (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1991), 168–70.
32. Jacob Neusner, “Cultic Piety and Pharisaism before 70 AD,” in The Glory of God Is
Intelligence: Four Lectures on the Role of Intellect in Judaism (Provo, UT: Religious Studies
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Center, Brigham Young University, 1978), 13–28, https://rsc.byu.edu/archive
/glory-god-intelligence-four-lectures-role-intellect-judaism/2-cultic-piety-and-pharisaism.
33. Nasi is a Hebrew term that is usually translated as “prince.” In rabbinic literature
it refers to the head of the Great Sanhedrin and to the leader whom the Romans viewed as
broadly responsible for the Jewish community. Judah Ha-Nasi was so important to the rabbinic movement that he is often simply called “Rabbi” in the text of the Mishnah.
34. See Avram R. Shannon, “The Term ‘Apostle’: Issues in Using Jewish Sources in New
Testament Studies,” YouTube video, 20:22, 31 July 2015, http://www.byunewtestamentcommentary.com/conferences/conferencesmay-13-2015-conference/conference-videos/.
35. The best place for a scholarly introduction of rabbinic literature can be found in H.
L. Strack and Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. Markus
Bockmuehl (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996). This book contains a discussion of the major
issues in scholarship on rabbinics as well as references for texts and similar resources. For an
approachable introduction to the major Jewish texts that is not as scholarly or technical as
Strack and Stemberger, see Barry W. Holtz, ed., Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish
Sources (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1986).
36. See Jacob Neusner, “Map without Territory: Mishnah’s System of Sacrifice and
Sanctuary,” History of Religions 19 (1979): 103–27; Naftali Cohn, The Memory of the Temple
and the Making of the Rabbis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).
37. In fact, there is only one extant complete manuscript of the Jerusalem Talmud. See
Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 181.
38. For a discussion of the type and mode of Talmudic organization and argumentation,
see Robert Goldenberg, “Talmud,” in Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts,
ed. Barry W. Holtz (New York: Touchstone, 1992), 129–75. See also Strack and Stemberger,
Introduction, 15–30.
39. The Babylonian Talmud has two folio pages, so each section is divided into a and b,
while the Jerusalem Talmud has four pages, such that it is divided into a, b, c, and d.
40. This in Hebrew is bat qōl, which literally means the “daughter of a voice.” It refers in
rabbinic literature to a pronouncement by a voice from heaven. See Jastrow, Dictionary, 200.
41. All translations of rabbinic sources are the author’s own. Texts were taken from www.
sefaria.org.
42. Although, the existence of baraita, which are legal opinions from the Mishnaic
period that are not included in the Mishnah, and the existence of the Tosefta, a collection of
material excluded from the Mishnah, shows that the Mishnah does not collect every possible
opinion from every sage.
43. For a recent Latter-day Saint attempt to reconcile Latter-day Saint understandings of
the composition of the Pentateuch with historical-critical readings and source criticism, see
David Bokovoy, Authoring the Old Testament: Genesis-Deuteronomy (Salt Lake City: Greg
Kofford Books, 2014). Bokovoy overstates his case in a number of places, but this is the best
current book on this topic for a Latter-day Saint audience.
44. The core of the halakhic question was over whether bricks in an oven held together
only by sand counted as a single piece, or whether each piece acquired impurity separately.
See A. I. Baumgarten, “Miracles and Halakhah in Rabbinic Judaism,” Jewish Quarterly Review
73 (1983): 238–53. For a discussion of the discursive purposes this story holds within the
Talmudic context, see Geoffrey Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition,
and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1999), 34–63.
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45. Because Elijah was taken bodily to heaven in 2 Kings 9:9–11, he is often found
wandering the earth in rabbinic literature. As here, Elijah usually reveals to his earthly counterparts something that is happening in the heavenly realm.
46. This is reminiscent of the similar divine voice discussing the halakhic disagreements
laid out by the houses of Shammai and Hillel.
47. This is a notion that actually has strong resonances for Latter-day Saints, as we
believe that one of the reasons for continuing revelation is that God gives specific laws for
people according to their needs at the time. It seems that there is no Word of Wisdom in
heaven, because such a law would be unnecessary for heavenly beings.
48. Exodus 23:2 has lō ta῾aneh ῾al-rib linṭōt aḥerey rabbim ləhaṭōt, which the KJV
translates as “Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil; neither shalt thou speak in a cause
to decline after many to wrest judgement.” R. Jeremiah simply quotes the statement aḥerey
rabbim ləhaṭōt, “incline after many.”
49. See 2 Peter 1:20.
50. This is one of the most famous of the Mishnaic tractates and is circulated in Judaism,
with some changes and textual accretions, independent from the rest of the Mishnah.
51. For an example of a story illustrating the idea that the oral law and the written
law were both parts of the law of Moses, and were, therefore, given by God, see Avram R.
Shannon, “Mormons and Midrash: On the Composition of Narrative Expansion in Genesis
Rabbah and the Book of Moses,” BYU Studies Quarterly 54 (2015): 15–34.
52. Note that it is precisely the laws on vows and their annulling that Jesus Christ
accuses the Pharisees of using to abrogate God’s law. The later rabbinic sages are aware of
the difficulties with these particular laws. This is obviously not intended by the sages to be a
condemnation of their own system.
53. See Shannon, “Mormons and Midrash,” 1–5. See also James Kugel, “Two
Introductions to Midrash,” Prooftexts 3 (1983): 131–55.
54. See especially 1 Nephi 13:40. See also M. Russell Ballard, in Conference Report,
April 2007, 81.
55. A famous example of this is in the very first passage in the Mishnah, in m. Berakhot
1:1, which asks, “When is it appropriate to say the morning Shema?” This mishnah references the practice of reciting Deuteronomy 6:4–9 (which begins “Hear, O Israel”—Hebrew
“Shema Yisrael”) as part of Jewish prayers. As Robert Goldenberg points out, this very first
mishnah makes a number of assumptions that leave certain questions unanswered. What
is the morning Shema? Is it different from the evening Shema? It also assumes there are set
times to say Jewish prayers, and that it might be impermissible to say the prayers at other
times. Goldenberg, “Talmud,” 133–34.
56. This category derives from Leviticus 15:3–10 and 15:25–27.
57. Although in the present age rabbis are closely associated with synagogues, there is
no clear indication that the ancient rabbinic sages were the leaders or promulgators of the
synagogue. See Shaye J. D. Cohen, “Epigraphical Rabbis,” Jewish Quarterly Review 72 (1981):
1–17; Hayim Lapin, “Epigraphical Rabbis: A Reconsideration,” Jewish Quarterly Review 101
(2011): 311–46.
58. The Aramaic here is gemar, which refers specifically to studying rabbinic laws and
interpretations.
59. Neal A. Maxwell, “For the Power Is in Them . . . ”: Mormon Musings (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1970), 46–47.
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60. A quick internet search of the terms “Mormon” and “legalism” is sufficient to illustrate this point.
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Recent and Upcoming Publications
To purchase any of the following publications, please visit www.byubookstore.com and
search by book title, or call the BYU Store toll-free at 1-800-253-2578.

Canadian Mormons:
History of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints in Canada
Edited by Roy A.Prete and
Carma T. Prete

This book gives a
panoramic view of the
rise and progress of the
Church in Canada. It has
all the elements of a great
saga, including that of
early faithful missionaries preaching in eastern
Canada without “purse or scrip” in the 1830s and 1840s, and the exodus of
early Canadian converts who joined with the main body of the Church in
Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, and then trekked across the Great Plains to Utah
in the Rocky Mountains.
US $39.99

Alexander Campbell and Joseph Smith:
Nineteenth-Century Restorationists
RoseAnn Benson

Two nineteenth-century men, Alexander
Campbell and Joseph Smith, each launched
restoration movements in the United States.
They vied for seekers and dissatisfied mainstream Christians, which led to conflict in
northeastern Ohio. Both were searching for
the primordial beginning of Christianity:
Campbell looking back to the Christian
church described in the New Testament
epistles, and Smith looking even further
back to the time of Adam and Eve as the first
Christians.
US $24.99

Lengthening Our Stride: Globalization of
the Church
Edited by Reid L. Neilson and Wayne D. Crosby

President Spencer W. Kimball delivered a landmark address on LDS proselyting
possibilities at a regional representatives’
seminar in 1974. The small-in-stature, newly
ordained prophet called for Latter-day Saints
to “lengthen our stride.” The still largely
Intermountain West Church that President
Kimball began to lead at the turn of 1974
looked very different from the Church in
2015, a mere four decades later. Over the past
forty years, the geographical distribution and
facial complexion of the Church have spread
and evolved since President Kimball’s clarion call for change in 1974. This
book presents the LDS International Society’s selected conference proceedings from 2006 to 2015.
US $27.99
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An Introduction to the Book of Abraham

In Their Footsteps:
Mormon Pioneers of Faith
Donald G. Godfrey

This is the first public history that
crosses through the historical eras of
Victorian England and the Cold War of the
post-1950s, chronicling men and women of
the Joseph Godfrey and Charles Ora Card
families in their journey from Liverpool,
England; through the eastern United States,
Nauvoo, Illinois; and Utah before they are
scattered north into Canada. Framed within
the time periods, the stories detail the pioneering attempts to sustain themselves as they seek freedom and livelihoods.
During these times the Church, the country, and the LDS people faced
increasing economical and federal pressures. This research accents the daily
struggles of individuals and their leadership, particularly how these struggles
affected everyday life. These are personal histories within the framework of
LDS and public history.
US $29.99

John Gee

When the Book of Abraham was first
published to the world in 1842, it was published as “a translation of some ancient
records that have fallen into [ Joseph Smith’s]
hands from the catacombs of Egypt, purporting to be the writings of Abraham while he
was in Egypt, called ‘The Book of Abraham,
Written by his Own Hand, upon Papyrus.’”
The resultant record was thus connected
with the papyri once owned by Joseph Smith,
though which papyrus of the four or five in
his possession was never specified.
US $19.99

Prophets and Prophecies of the Old
Testament (46th Annual Sidney B.
Sperry Symposium)
Edited by Aaron Schade, Brian M. Hauglid, and Kerry
Muhlestein

The Council of Fifty: What the Records
Reveal about Mormon History
Edited by Matthew J. Grow and R. Eric Smith

Three months before his death, Joseph
Smith established the Council of Fifty: a
confidential group that he believed would
protect the Latter-day Saints in their political
rights and one day serve as the government
of the kingdom of God. The Council of Fifty
operated under the leadership of Joseph
Smith and then Brigham Young. The council’s minutes had never been available until
they were published by the Joseph Smith
Papers Project in September 2016.
US $17.99

US $24.99

This book explains Old Testament
prophecies in their original linguistic, historical, and theological contexts, helping us
more fully understand the Old Testament
and its relevance. Prophetic books such as
Amos, Micah, Jonah, Daniel, Jeremiah, and
Obadiah are contextualized. Topics include
rhetorical questions and prophetic voice,
imagery of salvation, and symbolic naming.
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Upcoming Events

Staff Spotlights

Religious Education Student Symposium

Managing Editor
Don L. Brugger began his editing career as a proofreader at the Los
Angeles Times and refined his skills by teaching high school English
and completing a master’s degree at BYU. Along the way he joined
the LDS Church, served a full-time mission in Argentina, and consecrated his wordsmithing craft to advancing the venerable aims of
LDS publishing: “to copy, and to correct, and select, that all things
may be right before [the Lord]” (D&C 57:13). His zeal to assist
inspired minds in producing top-notch publications aligned with
the LDS faith led him to editing stints at the Church’s Curriculum
Department, Deseret Book, the Ensign, and FARMS/Neal A.
Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship. A former bishop, Don taught editing classes at
BYU for nine years. He and his wife, Tonya, have five children and three grandchildren. After
a day’s work, Don enjoys watching the stars come out while he plays bluegrass guitar or, more
recently, blues harmonica.

Friday, 16 February 2018
This event is held in the Wilkinson Student Center from 9:00 a.m. to noon.
The annual student symposium provides a forum for students to research,
write, and present papers about religious subjects from a faithful perspective.
For more information, visit http://rsc.byu.edu/studentsymposium.
BYU Church History Symposium

Thursday–Friday, 1–2 March 2018
The 2018 Church History Symposium will be held at the LDS Conference
Center in Salt Lake City and the Joseph Smith Building at Brigham Young
University. The theme of the conference is “Business, Wealth, Enterprise, and
Debt: The Economic Side of Mormon History, 1830–1930.” The conference
will explore ways financial records illuminate the history of the Church and
its members. How can such records broaden our understanding of women in
the Church? How did the Church’s business interests in sugar, salt, cattle, and
other industries impact Utah’s economy at the turn of the twentieth century?
For more information, visit https://churchhistory.ce.byu.edu/.
BYU Easter Conference

Friday, 23 March 2018
This Easter Conference will be held on Good Friday in the Joseph Smith
Building ( JSB) auditorium beginning at 7:00 p.m. The keynote speaker will
be Susan W. Tanner, former Young Women General President. The other
two speakers are Thomas B. Wayment, publications director of the Religious
Studies Center, and Anthony Sweat, assistant professor of Church history
and doctrine. Each speaker will talk about various aspects of the Savior, his
life, his mission, the Atonement, and his influence on our lives today. Plan
to bring a friend or loved one and come early. For more information, visit
http://rsc.byu.edu/easterconference.
These events are free of charge and registration is not required. Some event details
are subject to change. For more details, please visit us online at rsc.byu.edu
/conferences or contact Brent Nordgren at 801-422-3293.

Senior Editor
Recently transferred to the Religious Studies Center from the
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, Shirley
Ricks has been an editor since 1989. She earned three degrees
from BYU—her PhD was in family studies. She has taught home
economics, algebra, and geometry and enjoys embroidery, reading, spending time with family members, and traveling with her
husband, Stephen Ricks. A native of Provo, Shirley has lived three
years in Jerusalem and has assisted with Study Abroad programs in
Vienna and London. Shirley has hiked to the highest elevation of
33 states, and she and Stephen have recently reached their goal of
attending all the temples in the United States and Canada. Their six children and eighteen
grandchildren bring great joy.
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Submission Guidelines
The Religious Educator serves the needs and interests of those who study and teach the restored
gospel of Jesus Christ on a regular basis. The
distinct focuses are on teaching the gospel; publishing studies on scripture, doctrine, and Church
history; and sharing outstanding devotional
essays. The beliefs of the respective authors do
not necessarily reflect the views of the Religious
Studies Center, Brigham Young University, or The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Complete author guidelines are provided at
rsc.byu.edu/styleguide. All manuscripts should
be submitted electronically to Joany_Pinegar@
byu.edu.
Manuscripts should be double-spaced, including
quotations. Authors should follow style conventions of The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th edition,
and the Style Guide for Publications of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 5th edition,
available at the site listed above.
Manuscripts will be evaluated by the following
questions:
1. Does the manuscript address a clear thesis?
Does the argument proceed cautiously and
logically? Is the writing clear? Is it engaging and
interesting? If not, why?
2. To what degree is the author knowledgeable on
the topic as a whole, as shown, for example, by

content, phrasing, contextualizing, thorough use
of the best sources, and bibliography? Does the
author adequately acknowledge and deal with
opposing views? If not, why?
3. Does the manuscript present significant new
data or new perspectives? What is its main contribution? Will people want to read this ten years
from now? Does it make a contribution without
resorting to sensationalism or controversy?
4. Does the author follow the canons of responsible scholarship (uses sound and fair methodology;
documents arguable facts)? If not, why?
5. Is the manuscript faith-promoting? Is the piece
in harmony with the established doctrine of the
Church?
If a manuscript is accepted, authors will be
notified and asked to provide photocopies of all
source materials cited, arranged in order, numbered to match the endnotes, and highlighted to
show the quotations or paraphrases. Photocopies
of source material must include title page and
source page with the highlighted quotations.

Editorial Questions
For questions or comments, email us at
rsc@byu.edu or write to Religious Educator,
167 HGB, Provo, UT 84602-2701.
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The Religious Educator Has Gone Digital
The Religious Educator now has a digital subscription option. The cost of a digital subscription is
$10 a year. A regular subscription, which includes
a physical copy of the journal as well as digital
access, is now $15 a year.

Due to rising postage costs, we no longer offer a
mailed physical copy of the journal to subscribers outside of the continental United States. All
foreign subscriptions will now be offered only in
the digital format.

Subscriptions
Online (preferred method)
Place orders online at subscribe.byu.edu.

By Mail
Fill out the subscription form online at tre.byu.edu.
Click “Mail-in Order Form.” Print the form and
include a check for the amount shown on the form.
Mail both to the address shown on the form.
Failure to inform Religious Educator of an address
change in a timely manner may result in missed
issues without compensation or replacement. If
a subscription is placed after the first mailing of
an issue, there may be a delay until the second
mailing occurs.

Subscription Questions
Subscription questions should be sent via
email to rsc@byu.edu and should include
“RE Subscriptions” in the subject line.

Back Issues
Back issues are available for a limited time online.
Available back issues are listed on the subscription
page and may be purchased with or without a subscription. If an issue is not listed, it is out of print
but may be viewed in our back issues archive at
rsc.byu.edu/tre/volumes. Back issues may be
purchased for $5 each (shipping and handling
included).

We Need Your Help

Please support proejcts like these by calling Garrett Rose at (801) 422-4148 or by visiting
religion.byu.edu/fore.

1217_BYU17-006_ PMPC #

Please consider giving financial support to Religious Education’s priorities: (1) Experiential Learning and
Inspiring Learning, (2) Religious Outreach, (3) Gospel Scholarship Media Initiative, and (4) Religious
Studies Center.

